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As technology accelerates the Fourth Industrial Revolution, several aspects of ethics in a crisis have 
changed. It has become increasingly difficult for organisations to hide from ethical issues because 
of the advent of technology playing two key roles: amplifying the organisation's communication and 
compelling organisations to be transparent during crisis communication. These roles could expose 
the organisation's unethical behaviour.  
Scholars have suggested that ethics should be at the heart of strategic decision-making as a moral 
or ethical choice could benefit both the organisation and its stakeholders. They have called for 
greater emphasis on the ethical role of public relations or strategic communication practitioners 
(SCPs) in community engagement and civic professionalism. In strategic communication, 
practitioners should consider themselves as moral agents, especially in public relations. In a crisis, 
however, the risks are high, and the ethical challenges of communicating strategically and accurately 
tend to be quite complicated. Some communication professionals may fall into the trap of attempting 
to save the organisation's reputation by reporting inaccurately or concealing information. Given such 
circumstances, there is a need to serve the greater good and enable social dialogue for practitioners 
in the field to communicate ethically. This study explores South African strategic communication 
practitioners (SCPs) ' role as the 'moral compass' of an organisation during ethical crisis 
communication. This exploratory research was qualitative and informed by the phenomenological 
approach. Data was collected using semi-structured in-depth interviews. Using purposive and 
snowball sampling, ten SCPs practising in either agencies, consultancies, or in-house departments 
from South Africa who had dealt with crisis communication in the last five years participated in the 
study to offer insights into the SCPs role as a moral compass of the organisation during a crisis. The 
Miles, Huberman and Saldaña approach to thematic analysis was adopted for analysing data. Seven 
key themes emerged from the findings. The themes were being truthful in communication, engaging 
stakeholders timeously, being transparent about what happened, the existence of barriers created 
by the legal and executive leadership teams, protecting the organisational image, reputation, and 
profits. Findings show there is dissonance on how ethical communication should be in a crisis and 
how SCPs handle it. Therefore, South African organisations face potentially severe consequences 
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION, RATIONALE AND PROBLEM STATEMENT 
1.1. INTRODUCTION 
The study explores South African strategic communication practitioners (SCPs) role as the 'moral 
compass' of an organisation during ethical crisis communication. The proliferation of technology has 
immensely impacted how organisations operate. Technology plays two critical roles in amplifying the 
organisation's communication and compelling organisations to be transparent when communicating 
as information can be leaked, which could expose the organisation's unethical behaviour (Suzor et 
al., 2019:18). For that reason, it has become increasingly difficult for organisations to hide from 
ethical issues. Nchabeleng et al. (2018) and Sommerfeldt and Kent (2020) have increasingly called 
for greater emphasis on the ethical role of SCPs in community engagement and civic 
professionalism. Although ethical scandals such as the Bell Pottinger and Cambridge Analytica have 
been claimed as a significant aberration (Cowan, 2017), this has added to the degrading of the SCPs 
profession's image and credibility in the workspace and community (Sommerfeldt & Kent, 2020). 
Factors such as the involvement of legal issues, loss of profits and reputation experienced by the 
above-mentioned ethical scandals indicate the importance of addressing ethics.  
While it is argued that embracing ethical responsibilities results in positive outcomes for businesses, 
many organisations are continuously plagued by various ethical scandals. When the impact of a 
crisis is high, and its consequences are deemed severe, the public expects organisations to handle 
the crisis ethically with high morals (Kim et al., 2016). Despite the importance of ethics in 
organisational decision making, SCPs often face dilemmas in making ethical decisions that might 
conflict with professional values. In times of crisis, when organisations' viability and sustainability are 
highly threatened, ethical decisions are especially crucial because stakeholders' trust is often at its 
lowest. However, relatively little attention has been paid to providing empirical evidence of South 
African strategic communication practitioners' role as the 'moral compass' of an organisation during 
times of crisis. 
In public relations, particularly and the broader field of strategic communication, communication 
practitioners should consider themselves moral agents. Communication professionals are in a 
distinctive position as a link between an organisation and its stakeholders, and the result of this dual 
role is that professionals often have to choose between the allegiances of the cause and their values 
(Karduni et al., 2018:154). Kati (2017:61) asks, "Does public relations finally have its seat at the 
executive table?" Diers-Lawson and Augustine (2016:148) argue that the risks are high and the 
ethical challenges of communicating strategically and accurately tend to be quite complicated in 
crisis circumstances.  
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Mindful of this background, the following section commences by outlining the research problem of 
the study. The chapter will then discuss the study's purpose, research questions, research objectives 
and provide a convincing rationale for both research questions and research objectives. A summary 
of the literature review will be explored, followed by the overview research methodology, 
delimitations of the study, definition of key terms, and chapters outline. 
1.2. PROBLEM STATEMENT  
Jin, Pang and Smith (2018) conducted a study that focused on crisis communication and ethics on 
the role of public relations in the USA and Canada. The study concluded that several inter-connected 
ethical variables influenced a crisis stance, such as media culture, employee participation, and 
organisational culture. However, the study results cannot be generalised to other practitioners in 
different environments, especially in South Africa. There is a need to research in a different context 
to explore to what extent Jin, Pang, and Smith's (2018) study findings can be applied. Nevertheless, 
little has been documented about the role-played by SCPs during ethical crisis communication in the 
South African context, despite a Nexus search (NRF Nexus n.d.) and a search of other databases. 
Therefore, there is a need to explore the South African context. 
The challenges facing many organisations in the technology-driven era determine the factors 
influencing their ethical position and crisis response (Plessis, 2018). In such instances, Bowen 
(2018:2) argues that strategic communication has a part to fulfil within an ethics counsel. Having 
ethical counsel improves the organisation's reputation as reliable, credible and builds "public trust." 
Therefore, the organisation will be viewed as a good corporate citizen. St. John and Pearson 
(2017:11) argue: 
Unethical behaviour by a malevolent actor may precipitate a crisis or interfere with its 
resolution, but this is often not the case. A great deal of unethical behaviour stems not 
from malevolence but things like moral myopia, ignorance, or naïveté. An individual may 
be highly intelligent or talented in one or more areas yet fail miserably as a moral agent. 
This study attempts to address how practitioners in south Africa handle and perceive their role as an 
organisation's moral compass during a crisis. 
1.3. RATIONALE OF THE RESEARCH 
The advancements of technology have birthed different media platforms, either amplifying the 
organisation's communication or exposing what the organisation attempts to conceal. Due to the 
internet and advancement in the use of social media, in a crisis,  
"…decisions need to be made in minutes, if not seconds; broad consensus is desirable 
but rarely practical; information is nearly always incomplete, and constituencies have no 
patience for delays or uncertainties" Eyal ( 2019:11). 
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 Kriyantono (2017:194) notes that the threat to leadership, lack of resources and education, 
negligence and corruption are some of the complexities involved in ethical scandals such as the 
South African FMCG products manufacturer Tiger brands' listeriosis death scandals (Laing, 2018); 
the accounting scandals of KPMG (Shoaib, 2017); and the hair and beauty products manufacturer 
Clicks (Young, 2020). The involvement of state-owned organisations such as the South African 
Revenue Services, Eskom and Transnet (Mutize & Gossel, 2017), and state capture over the past 
two years indicate how communication professionals may fall into the trap of attempting to save the 
organisation's reputation by reporting inaccurately. Brunner (2017:5) suggests that SCPs 'find a 
moral compass only by defining its values. 
Given the circumstances, there is a need to serve the greater good and enable social dialogue for 
practitioners in the field to communicate ethically (Kriyantono, 2018). Sidani and Rowwe (2019) 
assert that strategic communication ethics refers to that which is morally worthy within the 
communicative setting. "Right versus wrong communication, furthering an innate good, serving the 
greater good, and facilitating social discourse are all perspectives are used to define morally worthy 
communication" (Bowen, 2018:1). St. John and Pearson (2017:xii) notes that "ethics is often 
distorted or ignored by individuals or organisations seeking to achieve goals deemed more important, 
such as preserving or bolstering one's reputation, making money, or gaining power." Plowman and 
Allen (2017) question practitioners' moral yardstick when managing a crisis response is not well-
developed. However, in a circumstance where there is a crisis, John and Pearson (2016:18) point 
out that SCPs must be the organisational conscience. Given this, this study of ethical crisis 
communication in the professional practice of strategic communication in South Africa seeks to fill in 
the gap and see that professions understand the precise meaning and standards of ethical crisis 
communication. 
 
1.4. PURPOSE OF THE STUDY  
This study explores South African strategic communication practitioners' role as a 'moral compass' 
of the organisation during ethical crisis communication. 
 
1.5. RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
• What ethical approaches guide strategic communication practitioner's communication in 
crises? 




• How do strategic communication practitioners perceive their role as the moral conscience of 
the organisation? 
 
1.6. RESEARCH AIM AND OBJECTIVES 
This study aims to explore the role played by strategic communication practitioners as a 'moral 
compass' of the organisation during ethical crisis communication. 
 1.6.1. Sub-objectives 
• To explore what ethical approaches guide strategic communication practitioner's 
communication in crises. 
• To explore how strategic communication practitioners in South Africa approach 
communication in crises. 
• To explore how strategic communication practitioners perceive their role as the moral 
conscience of the organisation. 
 
1.7. SUMMARY OF LITERATURE REVIEW 
In a crisis, organisations should communicate their efforts strategically and effectively to their 
stakeholders (Jin, Pang & Smith, 2018:1) and should have a crisis plan in place. Several scholars 
have suggested that strategic communication is best presented by taking a stance during a crisis 
(Fawkes, 2012; Bowen, 2018). However, little is explored on how organisations can communicate 
ethically with their stakeholders during a crisis (Jin, Pang & Smith, 2018:1).  
Although communication professionals have described as moral agents (Bowen, 2018), SCPs are 
often regarded as technicians whose skills are used to carry out the organisation's decisions 
(Thornton et al., 2018). To address this, some scholars (Noothigattu et al., 2018; Luttrell & Ward, 
2018) have suggested ethical decision-making approaches that have assisted communication 
practitioners in making moral decisions. However, there have been limited studies, for example, one 
study conducted by Jin, Pang and Smith (2018) that explored public relations practitioners' role 
during a crisis. A study conducted by the Ethics Institute of South Africa (2015) observed a broad 
gap between the influence and implementation of strategic decision-making in the business, the 
quality, and the level of reporting and ethics management regulations.  
1.7.1. Theoretical framework 
This study is based on three main theories and six supporting ethical decision-making approaches. 
The three main theories are strategic communication perspective, situational crisis communication 
theory and the responsible advocacy theory. The supporting ethical decision-making approaches 
are utilitarianism, deontology, justice and fairness, pragmatism, and egoist. Strategic communication 
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has the power to describe issues, create an understanding interactively, envisage solutions, and use 
policies both at organisational and public levels. Strategic communication as a framework is vital for 
this study because it focuses on relationship building with stakeholders through research and 
creating dialogue (Bowen, 2016:564). 
The situational crisis communication theory emphasises safeguarding the organisation's 
stakeholders from any form of damage as the priority during a crisis. The situational crisis 
communication theory is vital for the study because it provides different crisis response strategies 
which professionals can adopt. The responsible advocacy theory combines two ethical roles of public 
relations professionals as the social conscience and advocate (Fitzpatrick & Gauthier, 2001). The 
responsible advocacy framework fits the proposed study because it acknowledges practitioners as 
the public conscience of both the public and client organisations. 
Six ethical decision-making approaches 
1. The Utilitarianism approach is also identified as consequentialism. It is described as the 
act that provides the highest level of satisfaction and the most significant benefits for all 
involved is morally correct (Luttrell & Ward, 2018).  
 
2. The deontology ethical approach is also known as the imperative decision-making 
approach and it priorities decision-making centred on a set of ethical guidelines or rules or 
standards (Leonard & Jones, 2017).  
 
3. The moral code approach asserts that human beings have fundamental rights and liberties 
that cannot be taken away by an individual's decision (Sullins, 2016). 
 
4. The justice and fairness approach state that all human beings should be treated equally 
or unequally, somewhat based on some defensible standard ((Jamil et al., 2019:97).  
 
5. The pragmatism approach holds moral values as social constructs to be assessed in terms 
of their usefulness (Jamil et al., 2019:98). 
6. The egoist approach is when an individual frequently uses a utilitarian approach to generate 
the most significant sum of self-interests (Jamil et al., 2019:97). 
The supporting ethical decision-making approaches were selected for this study to understand the 
influences which motivated the SCPs ethical stance in a crisis. 
1.8. METHODOLOGY OF THE STUDY 
The research adopted an explorative qualitative method design whereby semi-structured in-depth 
interviews were used. As the study aimed to explore SCPs role as a moral compass of the 
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organisation during a crisis, qualitative research was appropriate for the study. The purpose of 
qualitative research is to give a comprehensive and interpreted understanding of the subject's 
material and social circumstances, the subject's perspectives, history, and experiences (Alase, 
2017:10).  
1.8.1. Population, sample and sampling 
This study's population was people working in government, companies, and agencies or in-house 
departments from different organisations in South Africa who had dealt with crisis communication. 
The SCPs gave rich and detailed information on their lived experiences as communication 
professionals. This study's sample was ten SCPs who had experience with crisis communication in 
South Africa. Purposive and snowball sampling strategies were used to recruit the SCPs (van 
Rijnsoever, 2017). 
1.8.2. Data collection 
Data was collected using semi-structured interviews. Interviews were chosen for this study because 
they allow the researcher to gain in-depth insights on the role of SCPs through probing (Yeong et 
al., 2018:2704).  
1.8.3. Data analysis 
A thematic analysis was adopted for analysing data. By conducting thematic analysis, the researcher 
aimed to identify key themes that would help address the research study questions. The study 
followed the three-phase guide by Miles, Huberman and Saldaña (2018). The phases were data 
reduction, data display, and conclusion drawing and verification. During the data reduction phase, 
data was reduced by coding the significant words. The data was displayed with the keywords and 
phrases in categories which were shown through tables. Conclusion drawing and verification phase, 
the researcher looked for patterns in the codes and identified any causal relationships between the 
codes. 
 
1.9. DEFINITION OF KEY TERMS 
 
• Moral compass – is an ethical framework that helps manage organisational values and 
analyse ethical decisions by integrating the knowledge of the public gathered through 
boundary spanning activities (Bowen, 2016). 
• Moral conscience – is a cognitive process that stimulates rational and emotional 




• Strategic Communication Practitioner – a professional who contributes towards an 
organisation's communications strategy to achieve an informed decision on how to engage 
the organisation's stakeholders while advancing the organisation's goals (Werder et al., 
2018).  
• Ethical communication- is often described in terms of the symmetrical and asymmetrical 
public relations models (Mayhew, 2018). It is essential to thoughtful decision-making and 
responsible thinking (Mayhew, 2018). 
• Ethics – a scheme of moral principles that affect how people lead their lives and make 
decisions (Bigman & Gray, 2018). 
• Crisis Communication- refers to the systems, technologies, and protocols that enable an 
organisation to communicate effectively during an urgent situation (Christensen & Lægreid, 
2020).  
 
1.10. DELIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 
The research study focused on how strategic communication practitioners perceive their role as the 
organisation's moral compass. The study only focused on strategic communication practitioners 
practising in South Africa who had dealt with crises over the past five years. Furthermore, the study 
focused on the role of SCPs as a moral compass of the organisation. 
1.11.  THE OUTLINE OF THE STUDY 
CHAPTER 1: Introduction, rationale and problem statement 
The first chapter aims to give the background to the research and why the topic was chosen, the 
purpose the researcher intended to achieve, and the research study questions created to achieve it.  
Chapter 2: Literature review  
The second chapter looks at the literature review. The researcher assessed theoretical concepts 
reviewed in this chapter to present the reader with relevant sources on the research study topic to 
lead the reader to understand existing debates and literature surrounding this research topic. 
Chapter 3: Methodology 
The third chapter sketches the chosen methodological approach. The chapter discusses how the 
research was conducted, the researcher's research strategy, and how the research study was 
designed. Also, other components that aided in enhancing the reliability and validity of the research 
study are discussed. 
 
Chapter 4: Data findings and interpretation 
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The fourth chapter presents and interprets the findings obtained from the data collected. The section 
summarises participant profiles and discusses the results in line with research questions and 
literature reviewed. 
Chapter 5: Conclusions and recommendations 
The final chapter presents the conclusions of the research study and parts for future research. The 
chapter discusses the answers concerning the research sub-objectives. The list of references used 
and appendices in this dissertation are listed after this chapter.  
1.12. SUMMARY OF THE CHAPTER 
This section presented the research topic and discussed the problem statement: the lack of 
understanding and knowledge of the role of SCPs as the organisation's moral compass during crises 
in South Africa. The problem statement was followed by the study's purpose, which is to explore 
strategic communication practitioners' experience as a 'moral compass' of the organisation during 
ethical crisis communication in South Africa. This chapter further provided the research questions, 
rationale, and research objectives of the study. Furthermore, a summary of the literature review was 
briefly discussed, and the study's theoretical framework. The chapter also discussed the 




CHAPTER 2.0: LITERATURE REVIEW 
2.1. INTRODUCTION 
This chapter explores the current literature on ethical communication, ethics, and crisis 
communication within the field of strategic communication. The literature was delineated according 
to relevant themes linked to the research problem and exploring the SCPs role as the organisation's 
moral compass during crisis communication in South Africa. The literature review starts by exploring 
the theoretical framework for the study. A brief account of the current state of ethics in the strategic 
communication field is discussed to provide the groundwork for conceptualising ethical 
communication. Furthermore, insights into the ethical communication elements and values that 
foster ethical communication are unpacked.  
2.2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
This study is informed by strategic communication Zerfass, Verčič, Nothhaft and Werder (2018), the 
responsible advocacy theory (Fitzpatrick & Gauthier, 2001) and the situational crisis communication 
theory (SCCT) (Coombs, 2007). These theories are applied to articulate the role of SCPs as a moral 
compass of the organisation in ethical crisis communication.  
2.2.1. Strategic communication 
Numerous perspectives have been used to define the emerging field of strategic communication. 
Zerfass et al. (2018: 487) define strategic communication as an act of dispensing an organisation's 
objectives in a clear, concise, persuasive, and systematic manner to the right audience and at the 
right time to position the organisation as proactive. Therefore, strategic communication can be 
perceived as the processes incorporated by an organisation in managing communication with its 
stakeholders. Heide et al. (2018:52) note that strategic communication could be perceived as the 
"common denominator for all forms of communication practice across different contexts."  
Consequently, Falkheimer and Heide (2018:1) stipulate that "strategic" communication must not be 
defined too narrowly but must reflect an inclusive, substantial, complex, and ambiguous description 
of the communication field as it is. Inclusivity would imply meaningfully incorporating the 
stakeholder's interest. Van Ruler (2018:367) states that strategic communication, in a broader sense, 
should integrate stakeholder perceptions and issues into organisational policy formulation, 
operations and planning at all levels as it helps organisations detect and alleviate risks in a crisis 
(Botan, 2017). 
When led by the process of identifying and managing the often-conflicting prospects of individual 
stakeholders, an organisation can enhance the quality of its decision-making process and hasten its 
implementation (O'Riordan, 2017:2) by using strategic communication to address organisational and 
stakeholder interests. Despite these aspirations, strategic communication has been used 
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manipulatively and asymmetrically to achieve results that primarily fulfil the organisation's and not 
its stakeholder's goals (Toledano, 2017). To avoid such situations organisations, need to adopt a 
reflective approach to strategic communication. 
2.2.1.1 Strategic communication as a reflective paradigm.  
A reflective paradigm makes companies conscious of their effect on corporate organisational policies 
and strategies, key stakeholders and interest groups in society (Winkler & Etter, 2018:384). The 
reflective paradigm is based on social systems in which communication is guided by an endless 
cycle of self-referential choice cycles, not by the communicating subject's concerns or intention (ibid). 
The reflective approach enables organisations to measure and contrast how they view themselves 
against how stakeholders genuinely view them. The theory identifies reflexivity as a mono-contextual 
first order worldview, whereas reflection as an enlightened poly-contextual second-order worldview.  
Therefore, reflective organisations take the second perspective in which they find their identity by 
recognising their interdependence with other social systems (Andersson, 2019:60). In this 
perspective, organisations learn to understand who they are through different stakeholders' eyes 
versus their planned image. Šubrt (2019) points out the three critical functions of a reflective 
organisation: self-identification, self-observation, and sensitivity. 
• Self-identification looks at how the organisation self represents itself within the context 
operates. By being self-referential, the organisation functions in a poly contextual 
environment where different perspectives emerge and are continually diverging (Šubrt, 
2019). When functioning in a poly-contextual climate, the organisation considers how its 
economic decisions affect its stakeholders.  
 
• Self-observation uses the second perspective and the information it gets from stakeholders 
to improve its planning, processes and policies to benefit all stakeholders (Šubrt, 2019). 
 
 
• Sensitivity alludes to how the organisation perceives itself in socio-diversity (Šubrt, 2019).  
in the analysis of its interrelationships and the environment. Therefore, instead of focusing 
on the inside-out approach, a reflective organisation perceives itself from the outside within 
a more complex environment (Šubrt, 2019).   
The reflective paradigm explains the emergence and diffusion of strategic communication processes 
in the social evolution context (Winkler & Etter, 2018:384). Through the reflective paradigm, 
organisations can self-understand in relation to their environment during a crisis which forms the 




2.2.1.2 Trust as a prerequisite for strategic communication 
One of the most crucial matters in relationships and human behaviour is trust (Fan & Lederman, 
2018:62). The structures of social order between an organisation and society are based on trust. 
Therefore, truth-telling is most critical in contemporary business because of the abundance of 
organisational information that customers can instantly find online (Harper, Mustafee, & Yearworth, 
2021:214). Fan and Lederman (2018:64) state that trust has faith or hope in someone by believing 
that they are trustworthy, open-minded, and reflective. Trust can influence an organisation's relations 
from the inside out, leading to interpersonal and intrapersonal effects (Ozyilmaz et al., 2018:182). 
Where there is trust, there is an atmosphere of cooperation, and everybody's opinion is considered 
when making decisions. Stakeholders' trust is highly dependent on the credibility of the source 
(Ozyilmaz et al., 2018:182).  
A study by Cheng and Shen (2020:1) found that stakeholders' negative ethical judgment was 
positively associated with the level of trust and negatively predicted their distrust of the company. 
Furthermore, Fletcher and Park (2017:1282) highlight that involving the stakeholders by creating an 
atmosphere of mutual existence edifies to the level of trust in the organisation. Therefore, 
organisations must create an atmosphere where a mutual relationship exists with society for a 
positive response to its crisis communication. In such a scenario, organisations strive to be 
personified as active community citizens who hold themselves accountable to do good and not just 
companies functioning to make profits. Therefore, organisations can foster trust-based 
communication by being transparent to ensure their credibility. Also, organisations should ensure 
that a consistent and accurate message is delivered throughout the crisis as means to build trust 
(Cheng & Shen, 2020). 
2.2.1.3 Engagement as a prerequisite for strategic communication 
An organisation's purpose must be aligned with the added value for the community (Black & Venture, 
2017:24). This purpose and alignment are imperative because for an organisation to allow for 
reflective accountability, decision-making processes must be participatory. If the relevant 
stakeholders are involved, it achieves moral legitimacy for the process and ensures practical 
outcomes that maximise the knowledge (Bowen, 2019) of all actors to achieve the best outcomes. 
Zhang, Guo and Newman (2017:194) demonstrated that engagement is linked to an organisation's 
wiliness to be influenced by stakeholders and not always trying to influence stakeholders.  
Oosthuizen et al. (2018) state a relationship between engagement and organisational citizenship as 
factors that influence organisations' emotional and cognitive elements that affect stakeholder 
behaviour. However, employee attitudes also play an essential role.  
Employees form the organisation's backbone, thus making employee engagement pivotal to the 
organisation's success. Therefore, by constructing a culture in which employees are well engaged, 
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organisations are bound to benefit from their employees' going the extra (Moletsane, Tefera & Migiro 
(2019).  
Employee engagement results in an attachment towards the organisation. As an evolving paradigm, 
strategic communication that does not push the organisation's agenda at the expense of its 
stakeholders has the potential to make a positive contribution to society. Strategic communication 
offers organisations an opportunity to redeem themselves in an environment where businesses are 
branded as unethical and profit-focused. Nowadays, ethics and philanthropy help socially 
responsible organisations that strive to be sustainable in a dynamic and competitive global market 
(Carroll et al., 2020). Concerning the issue at hand, strategic communication assures an organisation 
to advance organisational plans and re-penetrate the market to serve stakeholders in meaningful 
ways. 
2.2.3 Responsible Advocacy Theory 
The responsible advocacy theory focuses on three major principles: the comparison of harm and 
benefits, distributive justice, and respect of persons. The theory encourages communication 
practitioners to safeguard human dignity, avoid harmful content, maintain justice in communication, 
and guarantee the public's interests in a crisis. The responsible advocacy theory is based on the 
principles of Kant's form of utilitarianism and distributive justice (Fitzpatrick, 2017:78). The theory 
combines the two ethical roles of strategic communication professionals as the social conscience 
and advocate (Fitzpatrick & Gauthier, 2001). Therefore, communication professionals ought to serve 
with accountability their organisation and the public as a social conscience. Vriens, Vosselman and 
Groß (2018:1184) assert that advocacy ought to be practised considering the benefits for both sides. 
In support of this view, Benish (2020:295) stipulates maintaining justice, honouring others, and self-
dignity as important moral values.  
Fitzpatrick and Gauthier (2001) advocate that the strategic communication professional should 
weigh the potential harm and benefit of their activities. Respect for all persons' principles will ensure 
that human dignity is guaranteed at every social communication level. Likewise, internal and external 
stakeholders ought to be regarded respectfully in terms of their contributions and decision-making 
abilities if the communication professional wants their choices to be endorsed respected by the public 
(Fitzpatrick & Gauthier, 2001).  
During such interactions, SCPs can create a culture of respect by supplying stakeholders with 
verifiable information. The principle of justice is based on fair value, which calls for burdens and 
benefits to be equally distributed among the affected parties (Fitzpatrick & Gauthier, 2001; Sherf et 
al., 2019:470). For SCPs, Cronin (2018) points out that critical judgement is necessary to improve 
skills and ensure that they responsibly conduct their job. These principles function in unison and 
complementary manner (Fitzpatrick & Gauthier, 2001). The ethical guidelines for the responsible 
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advocacy theory are informed decision making, individual accountability, multicultural 
understanding, relationship building, truth, dialogue, transparency, open communication, and 
integrity (Luttrell & Ward, 2018). This makes the theory suitable for the research study as it is 
strategic and seeks to align the organisation's interests with the stakeholder's interests.  
2.2.4 Situational crisis communication theory (SCCT) 
The SCCT provides a framework of how an organisation can respond to a crisis. The theory suggests 
that crisis responses should be matched with responsibility and threat to the organisation's reputation 
(Coombs, 2007). Three factors must be considered in evaluating the threat to the organisation's 
reputation: type of the crisis, history of the crisis and previous relationship reputation (ibid). Coombs 
(2017) emphasises safeguarding the organisation's stakeholders from any form of damage as a 
priority during a crisis. The SCCT offers two evaluation phases of a crisis threat. The first stage is 
classifying the crisis; as an accident, the victim of the crisis, and intentional acts that result in crisis 
(Coombs, 2017).  
• For an accident-related crisis, the organisation is nominally perceived as the reason for 
the crisis, and stakeholders view the situation as being unintentional as it is accidental.  
 
• For a victim of a crisis, the organisation is not considered as the source of the crisis.  
 
• For an intentional crisis, the crisis is deemed deliberate, and the organisation shoulders 
the responsibility.  
 
The second stage determines the type of threat caused by the crisis (Coombs, 2007). The SCCT 
posits that crisis managers should match up the chosen strategic crisis reaction to the level of 
reputational threat and crisis responsibility level caused by the crisis (Coombs, 2007). This is 











Source: (Coombs 2013:266) 
From this framework, it appears that crisis communication is the strategic communication needed 
before, during, and after a crisis to minimise organisational and reputation damage.  Ham and Kim 
(2019) precondition that if an organisation has well-established relationships before the crisis with 
its stakeholders, it will suffer less financial, perceptual, and emotional damage. 
 
 
Table 2.1: SCCT crisis response strategies 
 
Primary crisis response strategies 




Attack the accuser The crisis manager confronts the group or individual, claiming that 
something went wrong with the organisation. 
Denial 
 
The crisis manager asserts that there is no crisis. 
Scapegoat The crisis manager shifts blame on to someone outside the organisation 
Diminish crisis response strategies 
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Excuse The crisis manager tries to minimise the organisation's responsibility by 
claiming the inability to control the events that triggered the crisis. 
Justification The crisis manager tries to minimise the damage done by the crisis. 
 
Rebuild crisis response strategies 
Apology The crisis manager stipulates that the organisation takes full 
responsibility for the crisis and asks for forgiveness from the stakeholders 
Compensation The crisis manager offers gifts or money to the victims 
 
Secondary Crisis response strategies 
Bolstering crisis response strategies 
Ingratiation The crisis manager reminds the stakeholders of the organisation's past 
good deeds and praises the stakeholders. 
Reminder The crisis manager tells the stakeholders about the past good deeds 
done by the organisation. 
Victimage The crisis manager advocates that the organisation is the victim too and 
reminds the stakeholders about it. 
Source: Coombs (2007) 
 
Coombs (2017) argues that through the SCCT guidance, organisations can lead ethically when they 
draft a crisis response through the crisis response strategies of denial, rebuilding, bolstering and 
diminishment.  The crisis response strategies are further explained in Table 2.1. The strategies 
outlined in Table 2.1 help an organisation narrate its side of the story in the media and govern how 
the public will receive the situation.  
• The crisis denial response strategy helps form a crisis framework between the crisis and 
the organisation (Coombs, 2007). If the crisis is a rumour, or the organisation is not involved, 
the organisation can dismiss the allegations. 
 
• The diminish crisis response strategy aims to reassure the organisation's stakeholders 
that the crisis is not as horrible as it seems or that the organisation is the victim in the crisis 
(Coombs, 2007). Therefore, stakeholders perceive the crisis less cynically.  
 
• The rebuild crisis response strategy attempts to alter the organisation's perceptions during 
the crisis by proposing symbolic forms of assistance to the victims and requesting them to 




• The bolstering crisis strategy attempts to expand complimentary reputational views by 
"reminding the stakeholders of the previous good works done by the organisation" (Coombs, 
2007). 
However, one could argue that the denial and the diminish response strategies are unethical as 
organisations purposefully avoid taking responsibility and accountability for the crisis. Kriyantono 
and McKenna (2019) suggest that responsibility is "a general ethical concept that refers to the fact 
that individuals and groups have normal obligations and duties to others." These response strategies 
distort the situation (Marsen, (2020:170). Nevertheless, the SSCT framework can be adapted to 
shield the organisation's reputation when dealing with crisis communication, although more 
emphasis is placed on protecting stakeholders first. Coombs (2017) posited that various situational 
factors affect how organisations respond to crises to safeguard organisational assets. Therefore, the 
SSCT framework enables an organisation to lead ethically when drafting a crisis response. 
2.3 ETHICS IN STRATEGIC COMMUNICATION PRAXIS 
Ethics is a principal structure that communicates "what is just or unjust, fair or unfair, right or wrong" 
(Lim & Greenwood, 2017:768).  Ethics play various roles in diverse parts of human life and regulate 
behaviour in different professions (Haque & Ahmed, 2016). Ethics is a process of making the right 
decisions based on valid reasons (Laczniak & Murphy, 2019:402). Ross, Iguchi and Panicker 
(2018:138) stipulate that there are two aspects of ethics: the ability to distinguish good from evil, right 
from wrong and propriety from impropriety, and commit to doing what is correct, sound, and proper. 
Laczniak and Murphy (2019:404) posit that there are six pillars of ethics which are caring, citizenship, 
fairness, responsibility, respect and trustworthiness. However, efforts to build effective and ethical 
stakeholder relationships have increasingly become more complicated in the global community of 
active and diverse publics connected and empowered through the internet. 
How ethics are perceived, understood, demonstrated, and defined ultimately influences ethical 
communication within an organisation, among professions and in society (Bowen, 2018). This then 
insinuates that ethics are relative to an organisation's ethical communication. Furthermore, Bowen 
(2018) asserts that strategic communication ethics alludes to that which is honourably worthy within 
the communicative setting. That is, "right versus wrong communication, furthering an innate good, 
serving the greater good, and facilitating social discourse are all perspectives that can be used to 
define morally worthy communication" (Bowen, 2018:1). Consequently, the need to serve the greater 
good and enabling social dialogue creates the need for practitioners in the field to communicate 
ethically. However, several academics point out that ethical, strategic communication is possible, 
although it requires profound truth and interactivity standards (Bowen, 2018; Luttrell & Ward, 2018). 
Therefore, strategic communication has the power to define problems, create understanding, 
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envision viable solutions, and implement policies at both the organisational and public levels (Bowen: 
2018). 
The understanding of ethical facets of the strategic communication field has increasingly become 
important. Bowen (2016:564) asserts that strategic communication has the power to describe issues, 
create an understanding interactively, envisage solutions, and employ policies both at organisational 
and public levels. This ability to clarify matters and policies produces an obligation to communicate 
ethically (Bowen, 2018). Also, Johnston and Glenny (2020) further remark that ethics in strategic 
communication implies that which is worthy morally within the communicative context. Strategic 
communication is influenced heavily by moral philosophy and ethical communication that allows for 
the construction of meaning between social systems, organisations, and stakeholders (Johnston, 
2018:32).  
The essence of ethical strategic communication is the concept of truth as a necessary condition for 
honesty (Fraustino & Kennedy, 2018:18). Honesty refers to the genuine transmission of truthful data 
(Fraustino & Kennedy, 2018:19). How ethics is defined, demonstrated, and understood influences 
the nature of ethical communication in professions, societies, and organisations (Toledano, 
2018:134). However, it should be noted that the measurement of ethics differs situationally and 
individually because what is considered 'good' varies and is influenced by various factors. For 
instance, as highlighted in chapter one, the consequentialism approach maximises good. 
In contrast, the deontological approach holds an excellent moral value to be that which can be held 
equally between reasonable people. Furthermore, Bowen et al. (2016) add that consistency 
contributes to establishing satisfaction, trust, community, and mutual control. Therefore, strategic 
communication is inherently good when it is embarked on with ethical rectitude (Lovari & Bowen, 
2020). Ethical communication enables factions to understand each other while facilitating social and 
economic relations and continuous coexistence as information is exchanged (Johnson & Hackman, 
2018). This eventually leads to the creation and existence of a dialogue between parties.  
2.3.1 Dialogic communication 
Scholars (Hung-Baesecke & Chen, 2020; Kent, 2017; Mercer-Mapstone et al., 2017) argue for the 
need for dialogue as a significant construct in building ethical relationships and trustworthiness 
among organisations and their stakeholders. Dialogic communication emphasises mutual relations 
and reciprocity between groups, making it a predominantly engaging form of communication relevant 
to strategic communication (Andersen & Høvring, 2020:422). Communication practitioners facilitate 
a dialogue between stakeholders and the organisation using values of respect and mutuality to the 
involved participants to enforce genuine and ethical discourse (Freberg, 2020). Therefore, dialogic 
communication is categorised by a connection whereby both parties are genuinely concerned about 
the other instead of seeking fulfilment of their individual needs. Dialogic communication emphasises 
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a move away from treating stakeholders as vehicles for the exploitation of organisations to one that 
is human-centred and relationship-focused. 
Ethical guidelines for strategic communication include accountability, making informed decisions, 
multicultural understanding, open communication, relationship building, integrity, truth, transparency, 
and dialogue (Freberg, 2020). Professional standards are often considered as the starting point in 
ethics discussions. Organisations tend to devise their codes of ethics, guidelines or professional 
standards, which are frequently established as the ethical basis for a profession. Communication 
practitioners, especially public relations professionals' boards, are aware of the significance of ethics 
and have created a code of ethics to guide practitioners toward ethical practices.  
Johnson and Hackman (2018) argue that some professional codes tend to be vague and offer little 
guidance on behaving ethically. Alaimo (2020) stipulates that the code of conduct of an organisation 
should have the following points: to accept and guide ethical behaviour with incentives that motivate 
the staff members, the requirement of members participation, to apply ethical conduct through 
leadership, to articulate a specific value system that concisely delineates both decisional and 
behavioural rules and to express best ethical practices. However, most organisations offer different 
codes of ethics and guidelines on how professionals should conduct themselves. 
In South Africa, communication practitioners tend to be guided by the organisation's codes of ethics 
and professional bodies such as PRISA. However, the set of rules laid out are not sufficient enough 
to encourage communication practitioners to conduct themselves ethically all the time as 
professional conduct and codes of ethics are an individual issue which needs to be reviewed as 
guidelines to create sound value-grounded choices. To protect the interests of the public, the Public 
Relations Institute of Southern Africa (PRISA) declared that members "have a positive duty to 
maintain integrity and accuracy, and accepted standards of good taste, and shall not knowingly, 
recklessly or intentionally communicate misleading information" (PRISA, 2017).  However, although 
the codes look good on paper, past unethical activities in South Africa prove that these codes are 
not easily implementable. Strict execution techniques prove to be lacking. 
2.3.2. The role of SCPs in the organisation and society 
Organisational decisions and policies often come from top management from finance, operations, 
and legal (Camillo & Camillo, 2019:360). However, Bowen (2016) argues that SCPs should be 
included in the decision-making process to represent the beliefs, values, and views of different 
stakeholders whom they represent. Notions of values, including justice, caring, pursuing fairness, 
and search for truth, public interest, or common good and social progress, could steer 
communication practitioners' behaviours and choices (Breakenridge, 2021). Therefore, 
communication professionals must look beyond ethical representations of organisational interest and 
use their position and skills to stimulate meaningful and purposeful societal participation.  
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Communication practitioners often fall into two roles, manager or technician (Cardwell, Williams & 
Pyle, 2017:152). The technician approach views practitioners as a mere set of technical skills that 
are journalistic and to be rented out (ibid). The managerial approach perceives practitioners as 
communication policy decision-makers, program results evaluators and public relations programs 
planners (ibid). Therefore, practitioners are regarded as the client's mechanic for media relations 
which reduces the practitioner's authority and negates the practitioner's role. In addressing this, 
Benecke and Oksiutycz (2015) propose that communication professionals in management positions 
are well-positioned to build the agenda for the organisation's participation in social problems. The 
manager can play an active, reflective role by influencing the organisation and associates through 
the manager's strategic communication position within the organisation. Therefore, for an ethical 
approach, as managers, strategic communication managers must become change agents. 
2.4 Ethical approaches for crisis communication 
Several scholars (Galloway & Swiatek, 2018; Noothigattu et al., 2018; Zheng et al., 2018 and Luttrell 
& Ward, 2018) suggest that ethical decision-making approaches were created to assist 
communication practitioners in making ethical decisions. For this study, six ethical decision-making 
approaches are used: the deontological approach, the utilitarian approach, the moral code approach, 
the justice and fairness approach, the pragmatism approach, and the egoist approach.  
The deontological ethical decision-making approach is also known as the imperative or 'rule-based' 
decision-making approach (Zheng et al., 2018) as it prioritises decision-making centred on a set of 
ethical guidelines or rules or standards. These ethical guidelines may come from individuals, 
organisations, or codes of ethics and are seen as norms of obligation (Pearson, 2020). There are 
two types of deontological decision-making approaches, which are libertarianism and Kantian ethics. 
The Kantian ethics style stipulates that humans are rational beings who can determine their own will 
and motives behind their actions (Luttrell and Ward, 2018).  
The Kantian ethics style is built on the notion of a 'categorical imperative' that is a universal moral 
principle that argues that one ought to be respectful of the humanity in other humans and that one 
ought to act in unison with the rules stipulated for everyone (Sullins, 2016). Therefore, moral 
principles should be followed without any exceptions. The Kantian ethics style differs from the 
utilitarian decision-making approach because it focuses on elements to be considered when being 
rational beyond for the greater good of the masses. This means that acting rightfully is depended on 
the consequences of the action. Therefore, if one is not sure about their actions, they would have to 
question the consequences of those actions if the actions were universally applied (Mandall et al., 
2016). If their actions do not serve any purpose, then their actions are not morally tolerable. 
On the other hand, the libertarianism ethics style sees the individual as a fundamental unit of the 
community that should be valued above all else (Luttrell and Ward, 2018). All individuals are moral 
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agents who have the right to property, liberty, and be secure in their lives. Therefore, individuals 
ought to have the right to pursue their interests without infringing on others' rights. 
The utilitarian decision-making approach is also identified as a consequentialist or teleological 
decision-making approach, and it focuses on the outcome of decisions (Pearson, 2020). The 
utilitarian approach to decision making is guided by the principle of utility, according to which the act 
that provides the highest level of satisfaction and the most significant benefits for all involved is 
morally correct (Luttrell & Ward, 2018). Decisions that are viewed to result in better outcomes than 
harm for the greater number of people are prioritised.  
There are two types of utilitarian-based decision-making approaches, which are rule utilitarianism 
and act utilitarianism. Rule utilitarianism seeks to understand the rules behind an action and whether 
following the rules results in happiness for the greater sum of those involved. Act utilitarianism's 
focus on following the utility principle to maximise the benefits. Therefore, communication 
professionals must consider the effect of their communication behaviours on the organisation, 
customers, and society while being sincere and honest. However, it could be argued that the greatest 
flaw of utilitarian decision-making is that it tends to sacrifice the needs of the individual in favour of 
the needs of the group. 
The pragmatism approach adopts relativism and rejects universal rule and absolutism (Pierce, 
2017:44). Furthermore, ethical principles are regarded as social constructs valued according to their 
usefulness (Pearce, 2017;44). The approach also focuses on the community instead of individuals, 
as the unity that achieves morality. Greenbaum et al. (2020:96) assert that moral code decision 
making is used interchangeably with 'moral judgement', 'moral cognition' and 'moral reasoning' and 
implies any valuation, judgement or response choice made within a moral code. Therefore, there 
must be moral rules or principles attached to a decision. The decision must be morally acceptable 
within an institution, groups or community at large (Resende & Porto, 2020:1). Contrary to the moral 
code approach principles, the egoist approach is a self-centred and self-rationalised form of decision 
making where self-interest is the motive behind the decision (Kretz, 2020). The fairness and justice 
approach removes the element of favouritism or discrimination by ensuring that a decision is fair, as 
it gives the decision maker a chance to reflect on the fairness of their decisions (Resende & Porto, 
2020:6). 
With the different decision-making approaches mentioned above, communication practitioners need 
to assess the situation, identify their values, and be in apposition to consider the most appropriate 
ethical alignment to avoid blindly following a set of rules or guidelines that may cause significant 
harm to the organisation. Just because a decision is made or a particular act is agreed on, it does 
not necessarily make it right. As such, a combination of deontological, utilitarian, and virtue ethics 
may offer both context and rigour, which will result in the emergence of powerful ethical insights. 
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This applied to crisis communication will increase the organisation's reputation, ethical nature and 
strengthen relationships with stakeholders. 
2.5 Strategic Communication Practitioners as an organisation's 'moral compass.' 
As change agents, SCPs give a voice to the voiceless and serve as the organisation's conscience 
(Thornton et al., 2018). To achieve this, they should be flexible, have an inviting approach when 
communicating with stakeholders, collaborate when problem-solving, be resistant to normative 
practices and views, critical while reflecting on events, and guard against generalisation and meta-
narrative perspectives (Brunner, 2016). Nevertheless, SCPs are regarded as technicians whose 
skills are used to carry out the organisation's decisions (Thornton et al., 2018). Therefore, SCPs 
should have strong ethics as practitioners play an integral role in crisis management and society's 
development. Brunner (2016:237) points out the need for "ethical responsibility by the professionals 
to better serve the public good." When communication practitioners express concerns about 
unethical behaviour that can negatively affect stakeholders and the organisation, they become the 
conscience of the organisation they represent when they act ethically (Zheng et al., 2018; Bowen, 
2016; Neill, 2016).  
Since the communication practitioner functions as an organisational activist, the practitioner behaves 
as the organisation's conscience, which creates a platform for external stakeholders to voice out 
their worries (Mules, 2019:20). Therefore, communication practitioners take moral responsibility by 
resisting conformity. Being the organisation's conscience enables communication practitioners to 
influence decisions and actions instead of receiving information passively transmitted via textbooks 
and teachers (Verčič, & Ćorić, 2018). By representing the organisation ethically helps improve the 
organisation's reputation, and the practitioner's credibility and reputation improve organisational 
effectiveness and resolution of organisational issues and enhances communication with 
stakeholders (Bruner, 2016). Thus, the mandate goes beyond, representing only the interests of the 
client and/or organisation. 
2.6. THE WORKING CONTEXT OF STRATEGIC COMMUNICATION PRACTITIONERS  
There has been an increase in the formation of activist groups that make it more difficult for a 
problematic organisation to go unnoticed. A perceived lack of ethics can catapult an organisation 
from being a potential problem to being an actual one (Camillo & Camillo, 2019:360). The external 
environment that affects the SCPs handling of crisis communication is affected by stakeholders' use 
of social media and how artificial intelligence changes the tools and processes of enacting their role. 
In so doing, SCPs need to deepen their commitment to upholding ethics during a crisis, regardless 
of the nature of the crisis. "There is never a wrong time to do right. Crises have the potential to bring 
out the worst and the best in human beings. It is our obligation to ensure the latter" Rossouw (cited 
by SAICA, 2020). 
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2.7. THE PRACTICE OF ETHICAL COMMUNICATION IN THE SOUTH AFRICAN CONTEXT 
A study conducted by the Ethics Institute of South Africa (2015) observed a broad gap between the 
influence and implementation of strategic decision-making in the business, the quality, and the level 
of reporting and regulations on ethics management. Therefore, organisations ought to assess their 
ethics management processes and structures regularly to improve their ethics management. SCPs 
should play an active role in such activity. 
2.7.1 Ethics vs culture 
National culture affects ethics. Azionya et al. (2019) advise that in such a diverse society like South 
Africa, SCPs ought to understand the communication processes, tactics, and approaches that 
correspond with the various audiences and engage with the audience in a way that reflects South 
Africa's socio-economic and multicultural variety. Culture is defined as a set of unwritten beliefs, 
common values and ideas shared by members belonging to a group (Zeyada, 2018:419), while 
ethics are regarded as a scheme of moral principles that affect how people lead their lives and make 
decisions (Bigman & Gray, 2018). Moral interpretations tend to be influenced by cultural norms (Avci, 
2017). As such, there is no singular truth on which to base a universal ethical behaviour as 
interpretations of truths are influenced by different cultures (Avci, 2017). Ogar, Nwoye and Bassey 
(2019:90) note that the effect of culture on ethics has increasingly become important due to 
globalisation. However, what may be considered ethical in one culture may not be ethical in another 
culture leading to scholars such as Mpingajira et al. (2018:8) believing that if practitioners adhere to 
the standard of code of ethics as part of the licensing process, more practitioners will act ethically 
across cultures. Therefore, to eradicate the negative effects of unethical behaviour, it is important to 
understand the relations between ethical perceptions and culture. 
2.7.2 The role of poly-contextuality and diversity 
Gregory and Halff (2017) elaborate on the need for professionals to increase their understanding of 
diversity beyond religion, ethnicity, gender, or national origins. Having such an understanding will 
improve the practitioner's knowledge of their professional part in both the local and global 
environment. This is most relevant to South African society, as it is still struggling to overcome the 
historical injustices of apartheid. Ubuntu's philosophy is pertinent to the South African business 
domain as it emphasises the importance of values and interpersonal relationships such as caring, 
social justice, tolerance, and compassion for others (Wolhuter et al., 2020:1). Ubuntu is based on an 
aphorism which is usually translated as "I am because we are" or "a person is a person through 
other persons" (Radebe & Phooko, 2017:240). Ubuntu's philosophy should be applied to the South 
African business sphere as it stresses the importance of interpersonal values and relationships such 
as care, harmony, embracing social justice, tolerance, and compassion towards the other (Wolhuter 
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et al., 2020:1). Encouragement of collaboration and appraisal of the greater good in ethical decision-
making is emphasised. This resonates with the consequentialism ethical decision-making approach.  
2.8. SUMMARY OF THE CHAPTER 
The literature review set out to analyse the state of professional and scholarly debate on the current 
state of ethics in the strategic communication field; the context in which practitioners work; the 
criticism of ethical communication in the strategic communication field, and the context of ethics in 
the Repubic of South Africa among practitioners. When SCPs find themselves in morally 
compromising situations, their unethical behaviour often degrades the value and credibility of the 
SCPs profession. The literature emphasises the importance of the role SCPs must play during a 
crisis. SCPs acting as a moral compass advances the organisation's mutual interests and 
stakeholders. This advances the stature of strategic communication as a management and not a 
technician function. SCPs thus adopt an activist stance to help organisations to be reflective. It can 
also be noted that a multicultural approach is required when engaging stakeholders in South Africa 
because of the discourse's admiration for diversity, multiple views and that every voice ought to be 
heard, as highlighted by the Ubuntu philosophy. While ethical communication practice during a crisis 
is greatly unachieved, SCPs grapple with conduct to conceptualise ethical communication. 
Therefore, it remains unclear how SCPs conceptualise ethical communication during a crisis.  
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CHAPTER 3.0: METHODOLOGY 
3.1. INTRODUCTION 
The former chapter assessed the literature on the research topic. The literature's key issues included 
a broad gap between the influence and implementation of strategic decision-making in the business, 
the quality and level of reporting, and regulations on ethics management (Ethics Institute of South 
Africa, 2015). The literature also reviewed that SCP's unethical conduct degrades the credibility and 
value of the SCPs profession. Following the literature review, this chapter discusses the 
methodological elements adopted in the research study to gather and evaluate the data. Tripp and 
Hughes (2019) state that methodology is the study of methods.  A methodology examines the 
method's attributes to be applied, tenets of the method, the governing principles of the method 
application, and selection (Kellehear, 2020:8). This chapter will elaborate on the research 
methodology that was applied in this study. The study explores South African SCPs' role as a moral 
compass of an organisation during ethical crisis communication. The chapter further presents the 
research approach and research design used by the researcher to collect data, including the 
population, sample, selection criteria, and procedures used to reach the target population. 
Subsequently, the chapter presents the data analysis, research validity, trustworthiness, and 
confirmability sections. Finally, the ethical considerations and limitations of the research study are 
outlined. A brief theoretical description is presented for each section of this chapter. 
3.2. RESEARCH PROBLEM 
As a clear report about the provision to be developed in the field of study, Goodman and Paolacci 
(2017) assert that the research problem does not provide the direction to be taken to conduct an 
investigation. Instead, the study gives clarity to the question to be resolved. Correspondingly, Noyes 
et al. (2018) affirm that the research problem provides an outline for delivering the findings. It places 
the topic into a specific context that establishes the parameters of the research study. Thus, 
answering the 'so what' part of the research study. Therefore, the study questions the role played by 
SCPs as a 'moral compass' of the organisation during ethical crisis communication.  
3.3 METHODOLOGICAL ORIENTATION 
Jason and Glenwick (2016:1) define a methodological approach as the theoretical, systematic 
analysis of methods used and tools applied in a field of study to attain a goal. There are three main 
methodological approaches, quantitative, mixed, and qualitative. A quantitative research approach 
involves using statistical, mathematical, and computational tools to acquire results (Goertzen, 
2017:12). Queirós et al. (2017) affirm that quantitative research data highlights trends across various 
study groups but does not showcase experimental behaviours' motivation. Although the quantitative 
research approach offers the advantage that results cannot be biased through personal comments, 
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quantitative data does not support why populaces feel, act, or think in particular ways (Goertzen, 
2017:13). 
This study's methodology approach was qualitative. Tripp and Hughes (2019) describe qualitative 
research as "a naturalistic, interpretative method concerned with understanding the connotations 
which people attach to phenomena in their social circles." Also, Jason and Glenwick (2016:3) defined 
qualitative methods as studying the characteristics, meanings, descriptions, and symbols of ideas. 
The purpose of qualitative research is to give a comprehensive and interpreted understanding of the 
subject's material and social circumstances, the subject's perspectives, history, and experiences 
(Alase, 2017:10). Qualitative research facilitates an in-depth evaluation of data, is centred on human 
observations and experiences, and can generate industry-detailed insights useful for this study 
(Aspers & Corte, 2019). However, Phoenix and Orr (2017) argue that qualitative research omits 
contextual sensitivities while concentrating more on meanings and experiences.  
A striking difference between the quantitative and qualitative methodological approaches is that the 
former is based on numerical data, while the latter seeks to understand the sample's experiences 
(Apuke, 2017:4). However, where both approaches are used simultaneously in a study, it is referred 
to as a mixed methodology approach (Bazeley, 2017:4). The advantage of using a mixed-methods 
approach is that the mixed method approach provides strengths that counterbalance the flaws of 
both qualitative and quantitative research (Schoonenboom & Johnson, 2017:107). However, using 
the mixed methods approach can be time-consuming (Bowen, 2017:7). Nevertheless, it can be 
contended that qualitative research was appropriate for this study as it offers a profound narrative 
and analysis of the research study without constraining the scope of the research study and the 
nature of the interviewees' responses. 
3.4 RESEARCH DESIGN 
Creswell and Poth (2016:16) stipulate that a good quality research design has a purpose that is 
defined whereby the research study questions and method are coherent, which produces data that 
is reliable, realistic, and valid- conceived with due respect for practical constrictions of money and 
time, and the research setting and context. The research design forms an outline for collecting, 
measuring, and analysing data (Leavy, 2017:5). To address the research study's objectives, the 
researcher employed an explorative qualitative research approach. An explorative qualitative 
research approach is a social science study method that enabled the researcher to gather, analyse 
and understand the experiences of the SCPs working in South Africa (Kalu & Bwalya, 2017:44). 
Sovacool et al. (2018:15) concurred that qualitative research “involves the systematic collection and 
analysis of subjective narrative data in an organised and intuitive fashion to identify the 
characteristics and the significance of the human experience.”  
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Explorative qualitative research was used to conduct the study because it empowered the researcher 
to understand SCP’s role in working in South Africa. Qualitative research enables the researcher to 
gather detailed information compared to more massive statistical data applied in quantitative 
research (Moser & Korstjens, 2018:10). Using the explorative qualitative approach enabled the 
researcher to deliver a comprehensive analysis and description of the research subjects without 
restraining the study's scope and the nature of the partaker’s responses (Edmonds & Kennedy, 
2016). The purpose of the research study was to explore the role of SCPs in South Africa as a ‘moral 
compass’ of the organisation during ethical crisis communication. The researcher observed that 
quantitative approaches such as questionnaires and surveys were not suitable in creating an 
atmosphere that would provide the participants with a platform to share their experiences of being a 
moral compass of an organisation during ethical crisis communication (Majid et al., 2017). Using the 
qualitative approach was suitable for the study because of the use of interviews which enables the 
research participants to flexibly share their lived experiences using their own words (Majid et al., 
2017). From this perception, the explorative qualitative approach proved to fit well in achieving the 
research study's objectives.  
Since the study was exploratory, phenomenology was selected as the research design for this 
research study. Phenomenology seeks to understand the phenomena being studied on their terms 
to give a detailed description of human experience as it is experienced by the partakers (Kalu & 
Bwalya, 2017:42). There are two main approaches to phenomenology: descriptive and interpretive 
(Patton, 2020). Descriptive phenomenology seeks to stimulate participants' perception of lived 
experiences while highlighting the breadth, depth, and richness of those experiences (Patton, 2020). 
Interpretive phenomenology focuses on understanding the concealed meanings in the phenomenon 
which are not revealed immediately to direct description, analysis, and investigation (Neubauer et 
al., 2019:21). For this study, interpretive phenomenology was more appropriate for immediate 
probing during the interview sessions (Tuffour, 2017:54). 
Interpretive phenomenology aims to understand the phenomena being studied on their terms to 
depict human experiences as participants face them without creating previous assumptions 
regarding the objective existence of those experiences (Kalu & Bwalya, 2017:46). Neubauer et al. 
(2019:22) assert that interpretive phenomenology reflects that the “true meaning of phenomena is 
explored through the experience of them as described by the individual.” Using a phenomenological 
design, the research study could illuminate the reality of meaning that the SCP’s provided to their 
lived world (Kalu & Bwalya, 2017). Furthermore, interpretive phenomenology examines specific 
individuals' particular experiences in each circumstance, thus exploring not what is but what is 
viewed to be (Bowen, 2017:7). ‘Experience’ in phenomenology refers to human contribution in each 
circumstance before the analysis of the experience. Thus, interpretive phenomenology seeks to 
forage through interpretation levels to reveal experiences as they unfold comparatively naively in 
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people’s initial contact and involvement in situations (Sundler et al., 2019:734). In addition to the 
explorative qualitative design, interpretive phenomenology also enabled the researcher to uncover 
concealed meaning in the phenomenon embedded in the words of the narrative (Shaw & Anderson, 
2018:223).  
3.5 POPULATION  
A population study is defined as a collection of components from which the sample is selected (Milner 
et al., 2019:319). This research study's population was SCPs practising in various groups such as 
agencies, consultancies, or in-house departments from different organisations in South Africa who 
had dealt with crisis communication in the past five years. This population was selected because 
they would have dealt with crisis communication in the last five years. As such, they would have 
been able to give rich and detailed information on their lived experiences as communication 
professionals. Moreover, one of the research study's key objectives was to establish how SCPs 
perceived their role as the moral conscience of the organisation. Therefore, by selecting this 
population, the researcher would understand what is, not what is viewed to be, through the account 
of the SCP's experiences.  
3.6 SAMPLE 
 Taherdoost (2016) defines sampling as “selecting precise data sources from which data are 
gathered to address the research study objectives.” This study's sample was SCPs who had 
experience with crisis communication management in South Africa. 
3.6.1 Sampling method 
Various techniques can be applied for sampling, and they can either be probability or non-probability 
sampling (Sharma, 2017:749). With probability sampling, each sample has an equal chance to be 
chosen (Sarstedt et al., 2018). On the other hand, non-probability sampling uses non-randomised 
techniques to draw a sample; therefore, there is no equal chance of being selected (Sharma, 2017, 
749).  Non-probability sampling is frequently used in qualitative research, and it has various types: 
key informant sampling, theoretical sampling, deviant sampling, purposive sampling, snowball 
sampling, and volunteer sampling (Kalu & Bwalya, 2017).  
This research study used purposive sampling and snowball sampling strategies. Snowball sampling 
is a technique in which current subjects offer referrals to recruit subjects within the sample population 
needed for the study (Etikan, Alkassim & Abubakar, 2016:55). Purposive sampling is the deliberate 
selection of subjects in the sample population (Sibona, Walczak & White Baker, 2020:22). As the 
goal was not to generalise to a population but to attain insights into a phenomenon, the researcher 
purposefully selected participants for the study (van Rijnsoever, 2017). The SCPs were chosen by: 
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• The job experience scales from the Ad Talent salary survey (2019). Where junior SCPs had 
(0-2 years), mid-managers (2-5 years), and senior managers (5-9 years). 
 
• Having dealt with a crisis in the past five years. 
 
• Having worked for various organisations such as governmental/ parastatal, commercial 
enterprise, communication agency/ consultancy, or non-profit organisations. 
Additionally, the advantages of using snowball and purposive sampling methods include collecting 
data from participants who work in the industry and have expertise in dealing with crises for the 
organisations they work for. 
3.6.2 Sampling size  
In a qualitative study, the sample size used is often smaller than that used in quantitative research. 
This is because qualitative studies are more concerned with gathering an in-depth understanding of 
the phenomenon (Sim et al., 2018:619). This is also in line with the interpretive phenomenology 
research design's primary objective, which is to understand psychological and social phenomena 
from people's viewpoints (Saunders et al., 2018:1894). When the participant responses to the 
researcher’s questions begin to seem identical, and no new data appears, data saturation would 
have been reached (Sim et al., 2018:620). A qualitative research study's sampling size is influenced 
by theoretical and practical considerations (Monteiro, 2016: 408).  Aldiabat and Le Navenec 
(2018:246) recommend researchers stop collecting data when the saturation level has been 
reached. For this study, data saturation was reached with ten participants. 
3.7 DATA COLLECTION METHOD 
Peterson (2019:147) clarifies that data gathering methods are purposefully connected with a 
theoretical perspective, connecting method to theory. Semi-structured interviews are used for data 
collection in qualitative research (Minton & Lenz, 2019:4). A semi-structured interview is described 
as an interview technique between two or more individuals, whereby the interviewer does not follow 
a strictly formalised set of questions (Kallio et al., 2016:2955). The interviewer asks open-ended 
questions to discuss with the participant instead of a straightforward question and answer set-up 
(Kallio et al., 2016:2955). For this study, semi-structured interviews were conducted to enable the 
researcher to get in-depth insights regarding the experiences of SCPs as the role of being the 
organisation’s ‘moral compass’ during ethical crisis communication. The demerit of using semi-
structured interviews is that semi-structured interviews take longer since the interview flows like a 
conversation (Mackenzie, 2020:13). In contrast, the benefits of semi-structured interviews are that 
they are flexible, versatile, and permit reciprocity between the interviewer and the interviewee, 
allowing probing based on the responses given (Minton & Lenz, 2019:4). The researcher applied 
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probing by asking the interviewees to explain further on answers which were not clearly understood. 
This ensured that an accurate depiction of the responses was recorded. 
Ten interviews were conducted via different platforms, which the interviewee would have chosen as 
their preference. The research questions uncovered explored how the SCPs dealt with ethical 
communication and revealed their perceptions of being the organisation’s moral compass in a crisis. 
The researcher used semi-structured questions, which allowed the researcher to ask follow-up 
questions based on the interviewee’s responses. The data collection process took eight weeks. The 
researcher gained access to the participants by purposely selecting them on LinkedIn, Instagram, 
and through referrals from other participants, thus the snowball process. The participants were then 
informed about the reason for communication through email and/or WhatsApp, as outlined in Table 
3.7. 
 As it is for every study, this study had its challenges. It was difficult to get participants at the time of 
the data collection. Everyone was staying home due to the government's national lockdown. It was 
then impossible to interact face-to-face with the potential participants. This resulted in some potential 
participants not responding to the researcher’s emails or text messages. The researcher overcame 
this by approaching more people until participants had been found. Some participants informed the 
researcher that they did not prefer the Zoom or Microsoft Teams callings as such platforms were 
overwhelming them.  
The researcher then offered the participants an option to answer them independently and send them 
back via email or resort to WhatsApp voice calling. Platforms such as LinkedIn and Twitter do not 
allow one to send a ‘stranger’ who is not part of their connection’s messages. So, the researcher 
had first to request a connection to send the interview communication. This prolonged the data 
collection process as some participants took days or weeks to accept the connection invitation. 
Instagram became a viable option as it allows one to send a message even though you are not 
following each other on the platform. There were also network connection problems that disrupted 
the interview session. The researcher then followed up on the parts that were not as clear, which the 
participants would willingly explain. 
Table 3.2: A Summary of the Data Collection Process 
Participant Interview type Date of interview Location of interview 
 
1 In-depth semi structured  09-07-2020 Zoom  
2 In-depth semi structured  14-07-2020 Zoom 
3 In-depth semi structured  15-07-2020 Zoom 
4 In-depth semi structured  23-07-2020 Email 
5 In-depth semi structured  29-07-2020 Email 
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6 In-depth semi structured  21-08-2020 Email 
7 In-depth semi structured  20-08-2020 WhatsApp Voice Call 
8 In-depth semi structured 25 & 26-08-2020 Email & Zoom 
9 In-depth semi-structured 20-08-2020 WhatsApp Voice Call 
10 In-depth semi structured 01-09-2020 Zoom 
 
3.8 APPARATUS AND MEASURING INSTRUMENT 
A research apparatus is equipment used during data collection (Østerlund et al., 2016:2019). 
Different apparatus tools can be used in research studies, and these include surveys, interviews, 
scales, indexes, and informal observations (Østerlund et al., 2016:2019). Interviews were 
implemented for this study because they allow the researcher to gain in-depth insights from the 
participant (Yeong et al., 2018:2704). The interview guide addressed broad themes such as ethical 
crisis communication definition, decision-making approach, and role and influence. These themes 
emanated from ‘Word Repetitions’, particularly key words in context (KWIC). Mayo et al. (2018) 
denoted that KWIC is used to get an in-depth understanding of a concept by systematically searching 
the corpus of text in which it is used. These themes were anchored in the literature review. The 
researcher also adopted interview questions from a previous study done in North America which 
looked at crisis communication and ethics: the role of public relations (Jin, Pang, & Smith, 2018). 
The research study was first explained to the participants, and an information sheet (see Appendix 
A) was supplied to gain the most from the interviews. The interview participants were encouraged to 
give answers based on their knowledge and experience. To enable structure, an interview guide 
(see Appendix B was followed to guide the interview towards the fulfilment of research aims. 
The researcher did a pilot study with two strategic communication industry experts.  A pilot study is 
a controlled small-scale preliminary study that is carried out to investigate the procedures and 
methods to be tested on a larger population (Rizvi & Bhardwaj, 2019:24). Both participants had an 
extensive range of experience in communication, both as professionals and academics. The pilot 
study participants' feedback established the validity of the research study based on the participant’s 
expert knowledge, therefore preventing falsifying any information that would compromise the study 
(In, 2017:602). The pilot study also enabled the researcher to test the data collection instrument and 
make necessary changes that developed to make the instrument more effective (Rizvi & Bhardwaj, 
2019:25). The researcher could also tweak some questions that seemed to be leading questions 
and narrow down questions that appeared to be too broad. The final interview guide had a crisis 
management filter question, four background information questions, three ethical crisis 
communication roles, the influence of the practitioner's questions, one ethical decision-making 
approach question, and the organisation the participant worked for. Due to the Coronavirus (COVID-
19) pandemic and social distancing restrictions at the time of collecting data, the interviews were 
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conducted online through emailing, WhatsApp voice calling, and Zoom video call. The interviews 
were recorded on the respective video calling app used, and the recordings were saved in a 
protected Zoom recordings folder and Google Drive folder.  Consent to record the interviews was 
sought from the interviewees. Only the researcher and supervisors had access to the folder through 
a two-step authentication process. The researcher transcribed the interviews by playing back the 
recordings and writing the notes verbatim (see Appendix C). 
3.9 DATA ANALYSIS 
For this study, data were analysed using Miles, Huberman and Saldaña (2018). The Miles, 
Huberman and Saldaña thematic analysis approach comprises three major phases, data reduction, 
data display, and conclusion drawing and verification (Castleberry & Nolen, 2018:808). Please see 
figure 3.1 
Figure 3.1 Components of qualitative analysis 
 
Source: Miles, Huberman and Saldaña (2018).  
The analysis followed a three-phase guide by Miles, Huberman and Saldaña (2018): 
1. Data Reduction: The data reduction process involves selecting, simplifying, organising, and 
reconfiguring data that appears on the transcript notes (Groot & Orsega-Smith, 2020:1234). 
The researcher reduced the data by coding the outstanding words and phrases and writing 
summaries obtained from the data. The information that was considered irrelevant at that 
time was discarded, but the researcher ensured that they still had access to the data in case 
it was required later on.  
 
2.  Data Display: The second phase of data display provides a compressed and organised 
assembly of data which enables conclusion drawing (Groot & Orsega-Smith, 2020:1234). 
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The display can be done in the form of texts, diagrams, charts, or matrixes, and the analyst 
can extrapolate enough from the data to start to discern systematic outlines and 
interrelationships (Miles, Huberman & Saldaña, 2018). The researcher also used a word 
cloud from Word It Out (worditout.com) for data displaying (see Appendix D). The word cloud 
summarised how many times a word or phrase occurred from the participants’ responses. 
Keywords, phrases, and statements were identified and grouped according to how their 
meanings were interlinked to the research questions. These were then grouped appropriately 
into categories which were shown through tables.  
 
3.  Conclusion Drawing and Verification: The last phase of conclusion drawing and 
verification involves reassessing the analysed data and cross-checking the emergent 
conclusions (Miles, Huberman & Saldaña, 2018). The researcher looked for explanations 
and patterns in the codes. This enabled the researcher to relate specific codes together, 
group them sequentially, and identify any causal relationships between the codes. The 
researcher looked for both the data which supported the research questions’ ideas and the 
data which contradicted the research questions.  
Miles, Huberman and Saldaña (2018), thematic analysis was chosen for this study because it 
enabled the researcher to give equal attention to each data set and classify interesting attributes that 
formed from the basis of themes throughout the data sets (Elliot, 2018:2852). Some of the themes 
that emerged were being truthful in communication, the existence of barriers created by the legal 
and executive leadership teams, protecting the organisational image, reputation, and profits. 
Therefore, the key findings from the data analysis were explored using this method.  
3.10 TRUSTWORTHINESS 
Trustworthiness has to do with how a researcher successfully convinces the audience that the 
study’s results are valid and valuable to the field (Smith & McGannon, 2018). Validity and reliability 
concepts are often used in quantitative research as they correlate with results' measurability 
(Mohajan, 2017:59). In contrast, qualitative research does not apply for numbers as proof. Instead, 
the objective is to promote understanding of an occurrence in a particular context and not generalise 
the results to a broader population (Mohajan, 2017:60). The trustworthiness concept is used in 
qualitative research to define the same notion as ‘validity’ and ‘reliability’ (Mohajan, 2017:60). There 
are four dimensions of trustworthiness: confirmability, credibility, dependability, and transferability 
(Mohajan, 2017:60). 
3.10.1. Confirmability 
Confirmability refers to the acknowledgement that others can confirm research within the field 
(Mertens, 2018:25). For this study, confirmability was established by member checking with research 
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participants that transcriptions captured the best reflection of their opinions and including a 
comprehensive methodological explanation which would enable the integrity of the research study 
results to be analysed further. The transcripts were emailed to them (see Appendix E), and no 
changes were made. 
3.10.2 Credibility 
Credibility is attained by establishing assurance in the truth value of the information and truthfully 
translating them (McInne et al., 2017:38). In establishing credibility for the study, the research first 
emailed the participants, asking them if they could participate in the study and establish if they were 
interested. The interviewees were sent a consent form (see Appendix A). Participants were 
encouraged to provide answers based on their own opinions and personal experiences with 
communicating ethically during a crisis. To further enhance the research study's credibility and 
trustworthiness, the member checking process was done with the transcripts. Member checking is a 
validity checking standard where the collected information is sent back to the participants to confirm 
whether what was captured is an accurate account of the answers they provided (Birt et al., 
2016:1802). The advantage of including this stage is that it eliminates bias from the research study. 
The transcriptions were forwarded to the participants for confirmation by email (see Appendix E). 
3.10.3 Dependability 
Dependability makes sure that the research process is consistent and that producing results is 
repeatable (Mertens, 2018:27). To increase dependability, a pilot study was conducted with two 
participants (see Appendix F). The pilot study was essential in this research study as it helped ensure 
that the respondents and researcher similarly understood the research questions. The edited 
interview guide was used for all participants (see Appendix B).   
3.10.4 Transferability 
Transferability is the standard to which the results' analysis can be applied past the specific study 
(Munthee-kaas et al., 2020). For this study, transferability was attained through the interviews with 
the participants. Although the interviews were scheduled for forty-five minutes, some went over the 
stipulated time. These were done online at the participant's convenience to ensure that the 
interviewees were relaxed. The same semi-structured interview guide was used for all interviewees, 
including the follow-up questions. The participants were encouraged to speak freely and were 
informed that there were no right or wrong answers. 
3.11 RESEARCH ETHICAL REQUIREMENTS 
Ryen (2016:32) stipulates that codes of ethics are established to regulate the researcher’s 
relationship with the participants and the intended field of study. The regulation includes attaining 
informed consent from the interviewees. Not giving false research aims to persuade the participants 
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to participate in the study (Ryen, 2016:37). Informed consent is the standard by which the researcher 
ensures that the interviewee's rights are protected by ensuring that the interviewee’s participation is 
confidential, voluntary, and anonymous by safekeeping their records (Kalu & Bwalya, 2017). 
The researcher understood the importance of conducting the study ethically. The ethical 
considerations that were considered for the study included avoiding harm, confidentiality, anonymity, 
voluntary participation, and informed consent. Efforts were made by the researcher to ensure that 
the interviewees were not harmed during or by the research process. Participants were informed 
about the research objectives, and permission to record interviews was sought (Kalu & Bwalya, 
2017:45). This was done to make sure that participants made informed decisions before engaging 
in the research (Kalu & Bwalya, 2017:46). 
 Furthermore, the researcher informed the participants that their responses would not be connected 
to their identities in the research report, and their identities would not be disclosed. This was ensured 
by avoiding asking questions that had to do with personal information irrelevant to the study. The 
participants were reassured that the information and transcriptions would be kept private by ensuring 
that personal data could not be linked to the participants. Also, participants were assured that 
information gathered during the interviews would not be shared beyond the supervisor. Also, consent 
was sought from the participants by signing consent forms with the researcher's and supervisors' 
contact information (see Appendix A). The participants were informed that they could withdraw from 
the interview at any time, in which case data about them would be destroyed, and they were free to 
choose not to answer any questions that made them uncomfortable. This ensured the voluntary 
participation of the interviewees. The collected data was stored in a locked place to ensure 
confidentiality. All data were used only for academic purposes (Goodman & Paolacci, 2017). The 
data collected during the study process will be destroyed after four years. The University approved 
the research study of Johannesburg’s ethics committee, reference number: REC-01-209-2020 and 
the ethics approval letter, see Appendix G. 
3.12 SUMMARY OF THE CHAPTER 
This chapter presented the research methodological orientation and research design underpinning 
the research study, together with the procedures that were followed. A qualitative explorative 
research design was described and justified. The population for the study, together with the 
purposive and snowball sampling techniques, as specified. Furthermore, the chapter summarised 
the data collection and research apparatus used in the research. The chapter also addressed the 
ethical considerations for the study and trustworthiness. The chapter ended by addressing the 





CHAPTER 4.0: FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 
4.1 INTRODUCTION 
This chapter presents findings that emerged from the analysis of the data and interprets them in the 
discussion. The study aimed to explore the role of SCPs as a ‘moral compass’ of the organisation 
during ethical crisis communication. As pointed out in Chapter 3, the study's approach was 
exploratory and adopted an interpretive phenomenological design to unearth in-depth insights posed 
by the research question (Kalu & Bwalya, 2017). In this chapter, the researcher discusses the 
findings from the interviews, including the interviewees' demographic profile, the themes that 
emerged from the analysis, an account of the interviewee's experiences in the respective themes, 
and an elucidation of the findings of each theme. 
4.2. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 
As discussed in Chapter 3, semi-structured interviews were conducted for the study from around 
South Africa. Ten participants took part in the study. 
4.2.1 The demographic profile of the research participants 
The participants interviewed were individuals who deal with crisis communication, and their levels of 
experience ranged from junior, mid, and senior level. Table 4.1 is a summary of the participants’ 
demographical information. The following sections will discuss the data displayed in Table 4.1. 
4.2.1.1 Gender  
Seven participants were females, and three were males, which means the participation was skewed 
towards women.  
4.2.1.2 Position and job description  
Two participants were in executive positions, four participants assumed a managerial level, and four 
were directors. The participants assumed a strategic communicator overview according to the job 
descriptions listed, which included dealing with various stakeholders such as media and staff 
members, customer relations, and quality control.  
4.2.1.3 Organisation type  
Most of the participants worked for governmental or parastatal organisations. These made up 40% 
of the sample; 20% worked for commercial enterprises, while only 10% worked for a non-profit 





4.2.1.4 Communications Industry Experience and Crisis Management Experience  
Table 4.1 shows that six participants had over ten years of experience in the communication industry, 
while the other four participants had over five years of experience. 50% of the participants ranged 
between 5 – 10 years of the crisis management category. 10% of the participants ranged between 
10 – 15 years of crisis management, and the other 30% ranged between 15 – 20 years of crisis 
management experience.10% ranged between 20 – 25 years of crisis management experience. The 






Table 4.1: Demographical information of the interview participants for the qualitative phase of the research 
 






P1 NGO/NPO Corporate 
Communication 
Manager 
Media Relations and Reputation 
management 
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brand and corporate communications, 
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4.2.2 The ethical approaches which guide strategic communication practitioners in crises 
This section discusses the ethical decision-making approach adopted by SCPs when dealing with 
crises. 















P1  3 1 2 1 6 5 
 
P2 2 1 1 1 4 4 
 
P3 1 1 1 1 2 3 
 
P4 1 1 3 1 3 5 
 
P5 2 2 3 1 4 5 
 
P6 2 2 1 1 6 5 
 
P7 2 1 4 3 3 5 
 
P8 1 2 2 1 3 6 
 
P9 3 2 1 1 5 6 
 
P10 5 1 1 1 6 6 
 
 
The participants were presented with six ethical decision-making approaches and were asked to 
rank each approach on a scale of 1 – 6 based on how closely the approach reflected their personal 
opinion (see Appendix B). Ranking 1 was the closest ideal approach, with ranking 6 being the 
least close. The six approaches were utilitarian, justice and fairness, deontology, moral code, 











Figure 4.1. The Self-reported Ethical Decision Approaches of SCPS 
 
The participants least identified with the pragmatism and egoist approaches. For instance, 
according to Table 4.2.2, Participant 8 strongly identified with the moral code and utilitarian 
approaches, which were both ranked with 1. Participant 8’s strong moral code was further 
showcased in her experiences when she mentioned that 
You do it once, you lose your own, you damage your own personal brand and your 
own personal reputation. And you can’t progress your career thereafter…I say 15 
years I have experience. So you can imagine when I started working with issues, I 
was quite junior in the industry. It’s always how you do it. My approach has always to 
say sorry; this does not sit well with my personal values as well as the values of the 
organisation. I think someone else will have to deliver this message. I am not 
comfortable.” 
There was an inconsistency in some ethical decision-making approaches used by SCPs. Some 
participants gave idealistic scores on the scale. However, their interviews showed that the 
participants use a different ethical approach when handling a crisis. For instance, in Table 4.2.2, 
Participant 3 ranked the utilitarian, justice and fairness, moral code and deontology approach with 
a 1 and ranked the pragmatism and egoist approaches with a 2 and 3, respectively. However, 
during the interview, Participant 3 mentioned that 
“I’ll spin right, knowing very well that what I am saying is not necessarily accurate. 























The Ethical Decision-Making Approach
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necessarily be a ‘liar’ so to speak, but someone has to do it and unfortunately that 
person is me.” 
 The participants noted that various factors influenced their decision-making approach such as 
the executive team’s interests which will be discussed further in section 4.2.4.1. 
The findings that SCPs adopt a certain ethical decision-making approach based on the situation 
corroborate with Guarnieri and Trojan (2019) study, which concluded that different ethical 
frameworks are used depending on the scenario. Participant 3 and 8’s findings support Harris’ 
(1989) study, which concluded that females exhibit stronger moral values than males. As 
reviewed in the literature, risks tend to be high and the ethical challenges of communicating 
strategically and accurately tend to be quite complicated in crisis circumstances (Diers-Lawson & 
Augustine, 2016:148). 
4.2.3 Overall themes which emerged of SCPs approach towards ethical communication 
during crises. 
The participants highlighted three key themes: being truthful in your communication, engaging 
your stakeholders timeously, and being transparent about what happened. The themes are shown 
in Table 4.2.3 and will be discussed more. 
Table 4.3 Key findings of SCPs approach towards ethical communication during crises. 








Adhering to the highest 
standards of accuracy and 
truth in advancing the interests 
of employers and clients. 
114 “It is communicating 
truthfully. It’s about 
transparency, being open 
and honest with your 
stakeholders, customers, 
and the public. That’s how I 





Releasing well-timed sensitive 
information, acknowledging the 
issue at hand while assuring 
the stakeholders about the 
steps taken, and reporting back 
with updates. 
95 “Be available 24 hours a day 
– that includes a company 
representative that is media-
ready. Depending on the 
severity of the crisis, updates 
can be provided to the media 
on an hourly / or three times 








Disclosure of any conflict of 
interest, being forthcoming 
about sponsors of causes and 
interests, and not engaging in 
misleading practices. 
39 “The main thing is about 
simplicity; you need to make 
sure that what you are 
communicating is simple 
enough for people to 
understand. A lot of times 
when a crisis happens, 
companies use legal speak, 
and people don’t 
understand.”- Participant 7 
 
4.2.3.1 Theme 1: Being truthful when communicating 
From their understanding of ethical communication, the participants mentioned being 
honest, being authentic, being fair, being sincere, and being truthful in their definitions. For 
instance, Participant 1 said that 
“We have to make sure that the communication that we send out is always accurate, 
its fair, factual, honest, and also taking into consideration the people who’re affected 
by crises.” 
Participant 2 further noted that ethical communication 
 “Is communication that is sincere, that is based not to spin or mislead people but 
to empower them, to understand the crisis fully.” 
Some respondents acknowledged that being truthful is quite tricky as some truth could cause 
harm to others. Participant 5 noted that 
 “…would you be ok to have those published openly in the media? If yes, that is a 
good barometer of ethical communication.”  
Furthermore, Participant 4 advised that professionals  
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“…should not misrepresent facts to make the company look good at the expense 
of stakeholders”.  
Four out of ten participants stated being truthful as challenging for organisations. For instance, 
according to Participant 5, 
 “It is a challenge to convince organisations to be more open than what is 
comfortable for them to be during a crisis.” 
Most respondents were of the view that 
“Wilfully misleading stakeholders/the public will harm the company in the long run, 
in terms of the reputation and image of the company.” (Participant 6) 
A few respondents mentioned that organisations tend not to be truthful in their communication 
and withhold certain information during a crisis. However, most participants noted that apologising 
when the organisation is wrong forms part of being truthful in your communication. The researcher 
noted that when participants were asked about the definition of ethical communication, most 
participants described their definitions as ‘being’ something towards the involved stakeholders. It 
can be interpreted that, according to practitioners, ethical communication begins with the essence 
of the person in the position to communicate with the public.  The responses from this study align 
with the study by Jin, Pang, and Smith (2018) that organisations should be truthful, transparent, 
and accountable in their communication. 
Being truthful when communicating aligns with the responsible advocacy theory. As Luttrell and 
Ward (2018) stated, that the ethical guidelines for the responsible advocacy theory are informed 
decision-making, individual accountability, multicultural understanding, relationship building, 
truth, dialogue, transparency, open communication, and integrity. Furthermore, Fraustino and 
Kennedy (2018:18) stipulated that the essence of ethical strategic communication is the concept 
of truth as a necessary condition for honesty. Also, Forman (2016) posited that the companies 
that strive are those that are truthful and reliable in the eyes of their consumers and employees.  
   4.2.3.2 Theme 2: Engaging the stakeholders timeously 
Most respondents linked communicating ethically with involving continuous engagement, 
collaborating and reassuring the stakeholders of the steps that will be taken. Being available and 
approachable to stakeholders and giving recent updates throughout the crisis was noted as 
necessary. Participant 10 further noted that  
“What is mentioned to the media and stakeholders, is what must be done, and 





Furthermore, Participant 4 noted that 
“This is also time for a constant update to your audience with relevant information.” 
A few respondents also mentioned that it is essential to be sensitive towards the involved 
stakeholders and being empathetic when communicating (Participant 7), with Participant 2 
advocating that  
“Social workers should form part of the crisis team as people’s emotions are 
involved, and there is potential for psychological harm.” 
Moreover, many participants emphasised the importance of internal communications. Most 
participants echoed Participant 10 view that organisations should include their staff in their 
communication and ensure that the staff are aligned with what is happening, 
“Communicate to your stakeholders often, internally and externally, talk to your staff 
first because there’s nothing worse than reading in the newspaper what is 
happening during the crisis.” 
Furthermore, participants 2 and 5 mentioned the use of technology and how it can be incorporated 
to make communication updates more effective 
 “We live in a world where not communicating and engaging is just not an option. 
There is no excuse on earth why communication can’t be effective in 2020.” 
(Participant 5) 
However, when asked whether the participants used any environment scanning tools, some noted 
that they do not use any. Participants 2 and 10 resonated that practitioners should not force 
themselves to provide information to the media if they are uncertain despite the rising pressures. 
According to Participant 2 
“Most people suffer from the desire to provide an answer to a journalist quick than 
the internal processes, so that is where the other challenge comes…sometimes it’s 
better to wait until everything clears up and you have a clear view of what is going 
on, then you can better manage your colleagues.” 
In comparison to the findings by Jin, Pang, and Simth (2018), the findings on timely engagement 
and waiting until there is clear information was common. However, the need for social work 
services to be included as part of the crisis team emerged, which differentiates these findings 
from the Jin, Pang, and Simth (2018) study. The reason for this suggestion could be that social 
work services are not as prioritised and easily accessible in the South African context because of 
costs. Whereas practitioners in Canada and the USA can easily access these services as such 
services are usually integrated within the employee packages. 
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In present parlance, stakeholder engagement with the relevant stakeholders builds the 
organisation’s morale, as noted in the literature review (Bowen, 2019). Consequently, 
organisations should not try to influence but also be influenced by stakeholders (Tefera & Migiro, 
2019). Therefore, engagement should be two-way and not a top-down approach as there is a 
relationship between engagement and organisational citizenship. Also, employee engagement 
influences the emotional and cognitive elements that influence employee behaviour in an 
organisation with top management (Oosthuizen et al., 2018). Moreover, the literature reviewed 
that organisations need to invest in efficient tools that enable businesses to virtually collaborate 
and work remotely, given the poly contextual environment in which organisations operate in. 
Sheehan (2020) predicted that artificial intelligence (AI) would be widely used in the recovery and 
post-pandemic across global economies, both developed and emerging ones. However, this may 
not be the case with some South African organisations as they are operating in a developing 
country which is different from the context of European organisations where there are more 
technological advancements. However, the use of minimal environment scanning tools could be 
argued to be the reason why most organisations are reactive in their communication and not 
proactive. 
4.2.3.3 Theme 3: Being transparent about what happened 
Most participants mentioned that being transparent involved using simple and clear language. 
Some participants highlighted the need for organisations to be transparent because technology 
makes it difficult to withhold information. Participant 5 and 7 acknowledged the effects of 
technology, echoing that 
“Social media makes it difficult for companies to keep damaging secrets.” (P7) 
“We are living in an age that lies can be found out within hours, and reputations can 
be destroyed within minutes.” (P5) 
 Participant 3 added that the media might get honest information via anonymous sources, making 
it difficult for practitioners to defend the organisational statements, and being transparent from the 
onset does not prolong or worsen the crisis. Participant 6 was of the view that  
“Organisations can be transparent by following guidelines so that they do not 
divulge sensitive information,”  
while participant 2 reasoned that organisations might choose not to be transparent in crises  
“Because of the litigations that might come along, especially in situations when the 
organisation has to admit to wrongdoing.” 
The researcher noted that most participants advocated for transparency because of social 
media's power and the new technologies available to stakeholders that can expose the 
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organisation. This contradicts the findings from Jin, Pang, and Smith’s (2018) study, where 
participants mentioned that being transparent was the honourable thing to do and, therefore, 
organisations ought to conduct themselves in such a manner. 
Being transparent makes the organisation trustworthy and shows that the organisation is open-
minded and reflective, as reviewed in the literature by Fan and Lederman (2018:64). The 
advocacy theory reviewed in the literature discussed that transparency forms part of 
communication practitioners' and organisations spokespersons’ responsibilities (Luttrell & Ward, 
2018). Benecke and Oksiutycz (2015) also supported this positing that communication 
professionals are well-positioned to build the agenda for the organisation's participation in social 
problems. Therefore, communication practitioners should be flexible, have an inviting approach 
when communicating with stakeholders, collaborate when problem-solving, be resistant to 
normative practices and views, critical while reflecting on events and guard against generalisation 
and meta-narratives of perspectives (Brunner, 2016). 
4.2.4 Overall themes which emerged from the transcripts on how SCPs perceive their role 
as the ‘moral compass’ of an organisation 
Four key themes developed: the existence of barriers created by the legal and executive 
leadership teams, protecting the organisational image, reputation, and profits, the influence of 
practitioners’ values, and the enrichment of the strategic communication profession. The following 
section discusses the key findings which emerged on how SCPs perceive their role as the 
organisation’s moral compass.  
Table 4.4 Key findings of how SCPs perceive their role as the ‘moral compass’ of an 
organisation. 







The existence of 
barriers created by 
the legal and 
executive 
leadership teams 
The legal department 
and executive 
leadership teams are 
viewed as obstacles 
towards the enactment 
of an ethical stance 
during a crisis. 
33 “It’s quite difficult during a crisis; 
you always have to run your 
statements past the legal 
department. So, you are not 
being completely honest and 
truthful because the legal 
department will say, but you 
can’t say this in the statement; 










preventing damage to 
the organisation’s 
reputation and profits. 
39 “It’s important to be honest and 
transparent in your 
communication but in the same 
token, protecting the reputation 
of the company.” – Participant 9 






and experience to build 
understanding and 
employer credibility. 
18 “I believe that you as a person, 
your gut feeling, your values, 
how you were raised and how 
you’re as a person, determines 
how you communicate. It plays a 
role in all the things that you 
do.”– Participant 5 




Acknowledge that there 
is an obligation to 




6 “90% if not 95 we are considered 
as the backroom staff...But most 
of the time, we are considered as 
the behind-the-scenes guy. And 
it shouldn’t be like that. It’s a top-
down approach kind of thing.” – 
Participant 3 
 
4.2.4.1 Theme 1:  The existence of barriers created by the legal and executive leadership 
teams 
A few respondents stated that they are often instructed to defend certain individuals’ interests or 
protect those involved in the crisis, such as CEOs who form part of the executive leadership team. 
For instance, participant 8 mentioned that  
“The tendency is always to consider what is in one's own personal interest. For 
example, CEOs think of what the crisis means for his or her career progression, 
bonus, or earning potential. They may wish to bend the truth or deliberately chose 
to omit key information that will portray the incident in a less damning light.” 
Participant 1 further highlighted that 
“Sometimes you’ll be told what to do, or you have to say this and that, but I know 
that my belief or my background, or my upbringing does not believe in me saying 
such a thing. So, then cause you to do things on behalf of the organisation.” 
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Participant 2 also echoed Participant’s 1 and 8’s views but noted that there is a need to find a 
balance 
Also, the other challenge is that you might want to approach a certain crisis 
differently, and your board or CEO feels otherwise. So, because they are your 
bosses, they overrule you. And these people are your clients, and you have to make 
a balance of, do I go head to head with this person which might end up in me losing 
my job. Or do I say, okay, yes, Sir, I will do what you are saying, although you know 
that it is against your beliefs or the code of conduct of what you have subscribed 
to?  
Participant 6 stated that practitioners have to decline such requests politely. For example 
“It’s a matter of being polite and reiterating and say, ‘Yes Sir, with due respect it is 
my job to convey the message. However, the message you are asking me to convey 
is not truthful and that I cannot do. So, can we fix that and agree on the message 
that I will put out there.” 
However, a few participants, such as Participant 1, mentioned that they had not encountered 
ethical challenges at their current workplace 
“Yes, in my experience at Company Y, I haven’t had any challenges, but if I can 
take you back to my previous life at Company X, I think I had those kinds of 
dilemmas.” 
A significant number of respondents mentioned that communicating ethically results in a lot of 
strain caused by the executive leadership team and the intervention of the legal department, 
which results in spin-doctoring tactics. For instance, Participant 4 echoed that 
“We were faced with the dilemma of just dealing with it in-house and remaining 
silent about it or come out in the open and tell the truth, risking losing trust with our 
funders.”  
 A few participants pointed out that it is crucial to involve the legal department before sending out 
the message to ensure that “you are legally covered” (Participant 2). Participant 6 also stated the 
importance of following necessary protocols without divulging sensitive information, subject to 
legal and court processes.  However, most participants agreed that the involvement of legal is the 
beginning of all unethical communication. For instance, Participant 2 highlighted that 
“…the lawyers will tell you just to shut up and don’t say anything because you are 





Participant 3 mentioned that the ethical stance of an organisation 
 “In most cases is challenged by legal and their reasoning will be that, ‘No, you are 
giving too much information, don’t say this, don’t say that because you are just 
empowering these people with information that they might use to attack us. If we 
go to court, they might produce this as evidence to say in a media article. You 
accepted responsibility for this.”  
Although a significant number of respondents mentioned the need for practitioners to be aware 
of the laws and regulations, a few respondents were of the view that the legal department should 
be involved in giving ‘consent’ (Participant10) and ‘legal go-ahead’ (Participant 7) for the 
communication. The researcher noted a pattern of conflict of interests between the organisation 
and the practitioners in deciding an ethical stance in a crisis. Most practitioners argued that the 
language often used by the legal department is difficult for stakeholders to understand. In 
comparison to the Jin, Pang, and Smith (2018) study, the findings that the executive leadership 
team influences the organisation’s stance are similar to Jin, Pang and Smith (2018) conclusion.   
According to the literature reviewed, organisational decisions and policies come from top 
management from finance, operations, and legal (Camillo & Camillo, 2019:360). The SCCT posits 
that crisis managers should match up the chosen strategic crisis reaction to the level of 
reputational threat and crisis responsibility level caused by the crisis (Coombs, 2007). Karduni et 
al. (2018:154) also argued that communication professionals are in a distinctive position as a link 
between an organisation and the stakeholders, and the result of this dual role is that professionals 
often find themselves having to choose between the allegiances of the cause and their values. 
    4.2.4.2 Theme 2: Protecting the organisational image, reputation, and profits 
Most participants mentioned that it is SCPs duty to protect the organisation, prevent damage, and 
try to minimise the negative impact of a crisis. Participant 3 noted that 
“It’s my job to protect the image of the organisation.” 
Participant 10 also highlighted that 
“I need to find a way to communicate what has happened but won’t cause harm to 
our share price because if that goes out in the open for a commercial organisation, 
you can imagine the stakeholders.” 
While Participant 9 mentioned that 
“Companies have to be responsible when they issue out statements on 
communication crisis to protect their reputation.” 
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Participant 8 further indicated that it was also essential to be ethical in one’s proceedings as ‘this 
has a direct impact on the profitability and sustainability of the business.’ Participant 5 noted that 
organisations might consider being ethical, but the fear of being more open than what is 
comfortable holds them back. Most participants resonated that they also play the role of being an 
internal activist for the external stakeholders in times of crisis. As an internal activist for external 
stakeholders, a significant number of participants resounded that they also have to protect 
external stakeholders' interests during crises. For instance, Participant 1 mentioned that, 
 “…but you as a communicator, you have to remind them that the organisation 
serves the public in most cases.” 
 Participant 7 further noted that 
 “Put your stakeholders at the forefront of your decision-making. And it’s not just 
about me and how much money I can make, but how is it serving the people that 
are buying from me, or how is it serving my country. You are balancing the needs 
of your client, but you also need to think about the stakeholders that the client 
represents.” 
On the other hand, two out of ten participants had different views about protecting the 
organisation. Participant 7 noted how difficult it could be to protect the organisation when it is 
wrong, and they ask the practitioner to make the organisation look good in public. For instance, 
Participant 2 stated that,  
“So they might want to spin their way out of it, and by doing that, they are losing all 
the ethics inline, and they will then have to start to either find a scapegoat to blame 
it on this one, blame it on that one, and it just prolongs the crisis in my view.”   
Based on the recent examples used by participants, it was noted that most crises are operational 
cases that result due to lack of maintenance and the human factor which pertains to an individual 
in a position of power to influence the organisation’s stance. The researcher further noted that the 
participants with more than fifteen years of crisis management experience were more concerned 
with protecting both the organisation and the individuals inflicted in the crisis. In contrast, the mid 
practitioners were willing to expose the perpetrators to the media. The findings of protecting the 
organisation's reputation were similar to the (Jin, Pang & Smith, 2018) study. 
According to the literature, the principle of justice is based on fair value, which calls for burdens 
and benefits to be equally distributed fairly among the affected parties (Fitzpatrick & Gauthier, 
2001). In this case, protecting the organisation contrasts with the responsible advocacy theory as 
‘burdens’ and ‘profits’ are not shared equally. The executive management’s first preference was 
to implement the deny crisis response strategies (Coombs, 2017), such as denial and scapegoat. 
Toth (2007) further notes that organisations must utilise the triple bottom line as it focuses on the 
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people and the planet rather than merely concentrating on profits as the purpose of an 
organisation must be aligned with the added value for the community and self-realisation 
(Neumier, 2006).  
A malicious actor's unethical behaviour can precipitate a crisis or hinder its resolution, but this is 
not usually the case (St. John & Pearson, 2017). The findings confirmed that certain individuals' 
malicious behaviour hinders crisis resolution, and it is typically the case in the South African 
context. Furthermore, St. John and Pearson (2017:xii) noted that “ethics is often distorted or 
ignored by individuals or organisations seeking to achieve goals deemed more important, such 
as preserving or bolstering one’s reputation, making money, or gaining power.” Being the 
organisation’s conscience will enable communication practitioners to influence decisions and 
actions instead of receiving information passively transmitted via textbooks and teachers (Verčič, 
& Ćorić, 2018). Moreover, communication professionals’ main goal is to serve the community 
members and their organisations, assisting individuals to acquire protection and security through 
relations with other community members and promoting engagement within the community 
(Coombs, 2007; PRISA, 2017). 
 4.2.4.3 Theme 3: The influence of the practitioner’s values 
Four out of ten participants mentioned that the strategic communication practitioner's values and 
behaviours play a role when influencing an organisation to take an ethical stance during a crisis. 
Participant 10 highlighted that the main issues are the personal traits of practitioners and the 
society that nurtured the practitioners  
“The problem with strategic communication in dealing with humans, dealing with 
people, the codes of conduct are inferior, because when you have a human being 
who is greedy or hungry, how do you stop that person from stealing, lying, or 
cheating?  I don’t think codes of conduct work cause how are we having Bell 
Pottinger? We have a problem with the moral fabric of society, and I don’t know 
how we are going to fix that.” 
Participant 2 further mentioned that 
 “And my understanding is that being ethical has to do with moral principles, has to 
do with personal behaviour, has to do with how one would like to be treated if they 
are on the other side. So it’s about doing unto others as you would like them to do 
unto you…because they are your bosses, they overrule you.” 
Also, participant 8 mentioned that it is essential that SCPs do not compromise their ethical 
decision-making framework,  
“To be honest, I have had the request multiple times in my career, unfortunately, 
but I have never considered doing it.” 
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When asked about the influence of professional body codes of conduct, organisational codes of 
conduct, and the practitioner’s values, four participants were against the codes of conduct as they 
believed it to be futile. The two participants strongly suggested that it is more about the practitioner 
as an individual. Seven out of ten participants mentioned that they were not affiliated with any 
professional body. For instance, Participant 5 mentioned that 
“None – I honestly don’t see the value.” 
Participant 5 stated that 
“Why do we need a code of conduct to tell us that? Each company or brand has it's 
‘why’ - its purpose for existing. That should form the centrepiece for establishing its 
values and principles.” 
Participant 3 further expressed that 
“Joining PRISA- the premium that you have to pay is a bit steep. So, I haven’t been 
able to renew my membership. The other reason for that; this is two formed – being 
a member of PRISA is beneficial to you as an individual, but it also benefits the 
organisation. But now, If I renew the membership using my own money when this 
thing, on the other hand, is also going to benefit the organisation, why can’t the 
organisation pay for me?” 
However, Participant 7 noted that codes of conduct do not work because the profession is not 
deemed important in the South African context. Participant 3 highlighted that  
“A code of conduct is just a safety net for the practitioners. But now, the advent of 
your digital communication platforms, those safeguards are no longer there.”  
Although a few of the respondents agreed that the professional body’s codes of conduct are 
essential because 
 “They ensure that communication practitioners are mindful of the requirements” 
(Participant 6) 
A few participants, such as Participant 2, were of the view that the professional body codes of 
conduct are important 
They are visible for everyone to read and understand, especially those who have 
signed to say they will comply and do their business based on these codes of 
conduct. And they are important because they give the value and direction of how 
to conduct yourself, strategic communication.  
 A significant number of participants preferred the organisational values as  
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“Codes of conduct have as much or as little impact that organisations allow it to 
have. A strong code of conduct in an organisation with weak ethical practices is 
futile (Participant 8). 
Senior SCPs with over fifteen years of experience were comfortable declining the executive 
team’s requests to compromise their ethical stance. While the mid-SCPs were more likely to give 
in to these requests. Professional bodies were seen as unrelatable; for instance, PRISA was not 
seen as relevant for the mid practitioners, whereas the senior practitioners see the value of the 
codes of conduct.  Therefore, professional bodies' power is diminished because of the lack of 
relevancy, high subscription fees, and being out of touch. The relevance of the codes of conduct 
introduced by professional bodies for their members is questioned by scholars (Breakenridge, 
2021; Bowen, 2018), who proclaim that codes of conduct do not provide real help to SCPs as 
membership is not mandatory. The practitioner’s values play a role in influencing how practitioners 
conduct themselves. Also, the influence of practitioners' personal values, behaviours and choices 
could be steered by notions of values, including justice caring, the pursuit of fairness, and search 
for truth, public interest, or common good and social progress (Kretz, 2020). The literature also 
reviewed that since the communication practitioner acts as an organisational activist, the 
practitioner behaves as the organisation’s conscience, which creates a platform for external 
stakeholders to voice out their worries (Mules, 2019). 
    4.2.4.4 Theme 4: The enrichment of the strategic communication profession 
Some participants mentioned that there is a need to enhance the strategic communication 
profession. Participant 8 highlighted that practitioners tend to be  
‘more focused on establishing their careers and making a name for themselves in 
the industry. As such, they fall for the spin doctoring trap because they are in a rush 
to be known, which eventually kills their careers because they turn into puppets and 
scapegoats.’  
Participant 4 further argued that  
“PR is sometimes not considered strategic because most PR officers are not even 
part of management.” 
Participant 7 also highlighted that 
“It’s only right at the very end when the thing hit the fan that they call in PR 
practitioners.” 
However, some participants mentioned facing challenges such as a lack of resources for the 
practitioners to execute their jobs. A lack of defined roles and different views on which issues are 
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to be considered a crisis and the need to prove the worth of the profession in the organisation as 
it cannot be monetised.  
Participant 3 noted that 
“You must also fight for your space at the table, for them to listen to you and take 
your advice into action. If you can put some numbers together, you can do that 
because most people in the high position understand graphs and numbers better 
rather than engagement on a verbal basis - then you might get that seat at the 
table.”  
While Participant 9 mentioned that 
I think over the years, more and more companies are realising the importance of 
strategic communication or the role of P.R practitioners. I believe this is sort of 
influenced by social media and the freedom of speech.” 
Over half of the participants stated that practitioners form part of the executive team during a 
crisis but not as active members.  Although a few of the participants mentioned that they play a 
pivotal role during a crisis, it is usually those in senior positions given the platform, such as ‘Head 
of Communications.’ According to participant 2,  
“Most of us are there because they don’t want to handle the media as executives- 
In most cases, if there is voting that needs to be done, your vote as a communicator 
doesn’t count. You are not even asked for your opinion.”  
Participant 8 argued that being considered by the executive management team has more to do 
with the person's role than the role itself. However, participant 5 concluded that  
“The most successful companies do hold strategic communication in high regard 
and utilise it effectively.”  
These findings are similar to Jin, Pang, and Smith (2018), which concluded that sometimes it 
depends on how the executive leadership team regards the communication professional. The 
literature reviewed that SCPs need to be included in the decision-making process as they 
represent the values and views of different stakeholders whom they represent Bowen (2016). 
Ozyilmaz et al. (2018:182) point out that critical judgement is necessary to improve skills and 
ensure that communication professionals responsibly conduct their job. By representing the 
organisation ethically, helps improve the organisation's reputation and the practitioner’s credibility 
and reputation as well, improved organisational effectiveness, resolution of organisational issues, 
and enhanced communication with stakeholders (Bruner, 2016). However, practitioners are 
regarded as the client’s mechanic for media relations or rented in-house residence (Bruner, 2016), 
which reduces the practitioner’s authority and negates the practitioner’s role. 
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4.3 SUMMARY OF THE CHAPTER 
This chapter narrated the findings of the research study. This chapter also discussed the study's 
research findings and benchmarked the analysis with supporting existing research and literature. 
The analysed data proved useful in filling in the researcher on how SCPs perceive role as the 
organisation’s moral compass. A presentation on the interview participants' biographical 
information was given through a table. The key findings of the different decision-making 
approaches adopted when communicating ethically and how practitioners perceive their role 
within the organisation were discussed based on the research objectives. Seven main categories 
emerged from the Miles, Huberman and Saldaña (2018) analysis, namely: being truthful when 
communicating, engaging the stakeholders timeously, being transparent about what happened, 
the existence of barriers created by the legal and executive leadership teams, protecting the 
organisation, the influence of practitioners’ personal values and the enhancement of the strategic 
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
5.1 INTRODUCTION 
The previous chapter presented and discussed the findings obtained for the study. The findings 
were discussed in the form of key themes that emerged from the analysis of the data collected. 
In discussing the findings, direct narrations from the interviewees were integrated and analysed 
concerning the literature review. This is the final chapter of the research study. In this chapter, 
the conclusions of this research study and recommendations will be discussed.  The study's aim 
and the three objectives discussed in Chapter 1 will be discussed and concluded, reflecting on 
the literature reviewed and the methodology adopted to generate meaningful insights for the 
research problem. Also, the chapter will present the overall conclusion of the study. Furthermore, 
recommendations will be offered following the results of the study findings. The chapter will then 
conclude with the final concluding remarks. 
 
5.2 OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY 
Recent crises that have made headlines in the media have triggered conversations that led to 
disparate research pursuits surrounding the discourse. This research study's main objective was 
to explore the role played by SCPs in South Africa as a ‘moral compass’ of the organisation during 
ethical crisis communication. Three central notions guided this study, namely: the ethical 
decision-making approach, ethical communication approach, and the perceived role of SCPs. 
The research study adopted a qualitative method approach. The following sections will discuss 
the summary and conclusion of the research objectives. 
 
5.3 SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION ON LITERATURE  
Insights from the literature review show that being accountable, responsible, honest, and truthful 
are ethics manifested. And having an ethical bearing enables organisations to act responsibly. 
SCPs are grappling with conducts to conceptualise ethical communication. However, SCPs often 
find themselves in morally compromising situations, and their unethical behaviour often degrades 
the value and credibility of the SCPs profession. The literature emphasised the importance of the 
role SCPs must play during a crisis. SCPs acting as a moral compass advances both the 
organisation's mutual interests and stakeholders and advances the stature of strategic 
communication as a management function. Both the strategic communication and responsible 
advocacy theories revealed a moral bearing to ethical communication in times of crisis, that is, 
how can one manage a crisis in a manner which leads to a morally fair resolution. In conclusion, 
the researcher became aware of the allegations surrounding ethical communication in crisis 





5.4 SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION ON METHODOLOGY 
The research study adopted a qualitative method design. Ten semi-structured in-depth interviews 
were conducted, and the data were analysed using the Miles, Huberman and Saldaña (2018) 
analysis, as discussed in Chapter 3. The researcher took measures to ensure confirmability, 
credibility, validity, and reliability, as discussed in Chapter 3 (section 3.10). In conclusion, the 
adopted research methodology exhibited effectiveness in guiding the data collection method. The 
following section will discuss the first objective of the research study. 
 
5.5. CONCLUSION FOR RESEARCH OBJECTIVE 1 
 
The first research objective was to explore what ethical approaches guide strategic 
communication practitioner’s communication in crises. 
 
• The results exhibited the moral code, justice, and fairness and utilitarian approaches as 
the ideal approaches adopted by SCPs during a crisis. Despite most participants 
identifying with the moral code approach, they often use the pragmatism approach when 
handling a crisis. This is because the executive and legal teams play a role when deciding 
an ethical stance. Thus, the moral code approach is idealistic as the reality is obscured by 
the organisation’s need to avoid legalities, admission of guilt to stakeholders, and 
litigations. 
 
• In addition, how SCPs approach ethical decision-making is based on the job role, position 
in the organisation, and role expectations from the organisation.  The executive leadership 
team requests lead to SCPs being involved in spin-doctoring tactics because of the need 
to retain their position and remain employed in an environment where the unemployment 
rate is high.  
 
• Finally, the system tends to punish those who are ethical in their conduct, as such 
practitioners end up executing the executive leadership team requests to avoid being 
caught up in the crossfire. Therefore, the ethical decision-making approach adopted by 
SCPs in a crisis is situational based. Therefore, organisations in South Africa are faced 
with potentially severe consequences of losing their credibility and reputation and financial 








5.6. CONCLUSION FOR RESEARCH OBJECTIVE 2 
Based on the findings, SCPs approach ethical communication in crises by: 
• Being truthful when communicating: Truth-telling is much more important than ever in 
the technology-driven environment in which organisations find themselves functioning 
because of the profusion of information that is disposable to stakeholders. Although some 
organisations may not be forthcoming with being honest and accurate, lies can be quickly 
brought to light and questioned, diminishing trust between stakeholders and the 
organisation. Truthful communication builds the organisation's reputation and 
sustainability in the communities in which the organisations function. 
 
• Engaging the stakeholders timeously: Taking the initiative to inform stakeholders helps 
the stakeholders understand more about the crisis. Organisations need to be mindful that 
engagement not only implies a top-down approach to communication but organisations 
should also actively listen to their stakeholders as well. Engaging with stakeholders will 
clear any inaccuracies and add value to the organisation through social currency, which 
helps the organisation leverage how people interact and promote the organisation, 
thereby leading to company growth. Furthermore, clear-cut information should be 
prioritised over the need to ensure coherence across all platforms where communication 
is released. Furthermore, employee engagement is equally important because it leads to 
high productivity within the organisation and increases performance with experiences, 
especially in crisis times. The organisation’s employees can become advocates of the 
company during crises as they are at the forefront of dealing with customers.  
 
• Being transparent about what happened: Being transparent about what happened 
makes the organisation trustworthy in the stakeholders' eyes. Communication 
practitioners should be flexible and critical of how they engage stakeholders, maintain 
relations, and build trust and reputation. These factors directly impact the organisation’s 
profits. SCPs need to ensure that there is an authentic representation of all stakeholders 
involved using simple language that resonates with those involved. Lastly, transparency 
builds lasting relations with stakeholders driven by trust, which directly impacts the 
organisation’s return on investments. Therefore, organisations should be transparent in 










5.7. CONCLUSION FOR RESEARCH OBJECTIVE 3 
The third research objective was to explore how SCPs perceive their role as the moral 
conscience of the organisation.  
Based on the findings, SCPs perceive their role as the moral conscience of the organisation as: 
• The existence of barriers created by the legal and executive leadership teams: 
Despite the literature positing that the legal department forms part of the decision-making 
team, the legal and communications departments’ disconnect is alarming. The legal 
department is known to serve their clients' interests, whether right or wrong, whereas, in 
communications, the practitioners often play the change agent role in ensuring that the 
organisation considers its stakeholders and that relations are maintained. Therefore, there 
is a need to look into the disconnect and look into how the two departments engage 
together for the best of both professions. For ethical crisis communication to occur, the 
executive leadership team has to be ethical, which then infiltrates the SCPs and the rest 
of the organisation. In this way, SCPs will not have a reason to compromise, behave 
unethically, or end up in hostile situations with executive leadership. Nevertheless, SCPs 
have to maintain accuracy and integrity and not act recklessly in the communities in which 
practitioners operate. 
 
• Protecting the organisational image, reputation, and profits: Protecting the 
organisation should not be merely about looking out for the organisation’s selfish interests 
such as profits and reputation. SCPs should protect the organisation from harming itself, 
which could be by misrepresenting facts, withholding certain information, and finding 
someone else to blame the crisis on. Therefore, SCPs have an essential role in influencing 
the organisation’s decisions and critically analysing the decision to be taken, keeping in 
mind how the decisions also add value to the community and not just the business’s 
profits. 
 
• The influence of practitioners’ values: SCPs behaviour could prolong a crisis or hinder 
a crisis’s resolution. SCPs need to be aware of how they uphold their moral agent position, 
especially when organisations do not want to be ethical and seek other means to deal with 
the crisis. However, it is only during a crisis when practitioners become aware of the 
management teams’ values of which practitioners would not have known when they join 
the organisation. Therefore, it may be difficult for practitioners to align their values and 
those of the organisation earlier. Despite the executive leadership's attempts to influence 
the SCP's ethical decision-making stance in times of crisis, it can be ascertained that the 
SCPs strive to uphold their moral values and standards. Mid practitioners may be willing 
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to compromise because of self-pressure to keep their job, advance their careers at a faster 
pace, and be known in higher levels of the organisation, and possibly get promoted. 
Contrastingly, such actions result in SCPs damaging their careers, reputation and losing 
the executive management’s respect as a professional. Furthermore, the culture of 
corruption has increasingly become present in daily business activities and is almost seen 
as standard practice. This has penetrated the business sphere and influenced 
organisational cultures' political leaders and the rest of the South African population. 
Immoral issues surrounding the state capture, KPMG and other scandals mentioned in 
Chapter 1 attest to this. Therefore, mid practitioners may be willing to compromise their 
ethical stance because of such standards.  
 
• The influence of popular culture on younger SCPs. Lastly, popular culture could be 
another subliminal contributing factor. The European series and dramas showcased on 
the television such as The West Wing, Parks and Recreation, How to Get Away with 
Murder, Suits, and Scandal are full of main characters who occupy positions of power and 
influence and are spoke persons for a client, and these characters lie all the time. These 
characters are never held accountable for the lies, and they become very successful. As 
a result, mid practitioners may feel the need to do it because it has proven to work on 
television. It can be argued that when participant 8 mentioned how she blatantly refused 
to compromise in the early stages of her career in section 4.2.4.3, Theme 3, it was her 
convictions that were not influenced by popular culture then. However, there is a need to 
look deeper into this notion as the researcher had not considered the effects of popular 
culture on SCPs ethical stance. Considering these factors, there is a need to find ways in 
which ethical values can be instilled within SCPs as codes of conduct have proven to be 
inefficient since the larger part of the sample was not affiliated with any professional body. 
 
• The enrichment of the strategic communication profession: Professions such as legal 
seem to be regarded to be more valuable compared to strategic communication. The 
problem with the legal department’s involvement is that the legal team has not yet realised 
that in the age of super transparency when the hidden issues come out, the crisis becomes 
a much bigger problem which will not only destroy whatever they intended to protect in 
the first place but may also result in them losing their jobs. This also results in reputation 
damage, boycotting of the business and loss of trust from the stakeholders. However, 
SCPs need to build their credibility and personal reputation by being the moral agents that 
rightfully lead organisations in a crisis. This will enable SCPs to earn the trust and respect 




5.8 MAIN CONCLUSION OF THE STUDY 
The study explored the role of SCPS in South Africa as the moral compass of the organisation 
during ethical crisis communication. There is a dissonance on the SCPs’ ideal way of handling 
crisis communication and how a crisis is handled. SCPs often find themselves entangled with 
complexity when deciding on a stance. Most cases that lead to crises are operational cases 
resulting from a lack of maintenance and the human factor, as highlighted in protecting the 
organisational image, reputation, and profits theme. Furthermore, the executive leadership and 
legal teams often create barriers for SCPs during a crisis which makes it difficult to communicate 
ethically. Therefore, being ethical starts with the executive leadership team and infiltrates the 
practitioners. Nevertheless, SCPs personal values are important in a crisis given the age of super 
transparency. Recommendations are offered relative to the findings. 
5.9 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 
Ethics are imperative in the sustainability of organisations in crises as they affect organisations 
image, reputation, and profits. As such strategic communication professionals need to study other 
superlative methods for the discipline. Further research could be conducted as a quantitative 
study with a more significant sample to explore if there is a relationship between SCP's age, years 
of experience, and ethical responses. Further research may conduct a case study focusing on 
communicators in the South African financial services and government sectors where the 
significant scandals have occurred to explore the practitioner's process they undertook. This is 
so because this is where most of the ethical scandals have occurred in South Africa; 
understanding the processes taken and the results will help add more to the understanding of the 
role of SCPs in the South African context. Additionally, further research could be conducted to 
understand how Participant 8’s ethical stance can be cultivated among SCPs as a code of conduct 
has proven ineffective. Furthermore, the dynamics of ethics of this approach in isolation can be 
questioned if it relates to another African context. Future studies would consider the other African 
practitioners with different experiences to increase the scope of ethics during a crisis. 
5.10 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE STRATEGIC COMMUNICATION INDUSTRY 
Practitioners are often consulted as a last resort during a crisis, and the engagement is more 
reactive rather than proactive. The onus is on the professionals themselves to rebrand the 
profession through their actions by not being swayed from ethical values. There is a need for 
SCPs to be associated with various professional bodies instead of one so that the professional 
can have a broader view of communications and not a siloed one. Professional bodies can branch 
out into various activities but should continue teaching and instilling ethical values in the members. 
For instance, the professional codes of conduct could be supplemented with case studies of past 
real-life crisis examples that will assist SCPs in best approaching certain situations as they will 
be more familiar with the circumstances. This could be done in the form of activities or discussions 
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during events. Additionally, professional bodies could collaborate with organisations regarding 
subscription/membership costs or discount promotions at specific periods.  
5.11 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR ACADEMIA 
The research findings showed friction that happens during crises between SCPs and the legal 
department. Perhaps the academic curriculum could introduce law modules in the strategic 
communication course so that students become well versed with the interdisciplinary legal 
knowledge to empower their position more in crises. For legal studies students, legal ethics and 
the King IV guide for corporate governance could be introduced to them. This is so as the legal 
department does not understand people and only serves its customers’ needs, unlike the SCPs 
who build and maintain relations with the stakeholders. If communication students have a legal 
background in BA law modules, it will provide value-based education to better equip the students 
with both the legal and strategic communication mindset. The law module can be introduced in 
the second year. Furthermore, a component that touches on ethics in communication can be 
introduced in the curriculum during the first semester in the first year of studies, which can be 
ongoing throughout the course. This is to ensure that the students have an in-depth ethical 
communication grounding to help them prepare for the realities that happen in the workplace at 
the beginning of the course as that’s where their professional journey begins.  
5.12 LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 
It should also be noted that there were network issues that affected interviews during the data 
collection phase. As the study was qualitative and used semi-structured in-depth interviews, the 
results cannot be generalised. Lastly, there were limited resources available to the researcher, 
as this was not a sponsored research study. 
5.13 SUMMARY OF THE CHAPTER 
To conclude, the reviewed literature and the chosen methodology significantly contributed to 
tackling the research problem in a distinguished manner. The integrated insights from the findings 
brought about useful understandings that can contribute to the literature on ethical communication 
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APPENDIX A: CONSENT FORM/ INFORMATION SHEET 
PARTICIPANT IN A RESEARCH STUDY           
 
Title of Study: Ethical Crisis Communication: The role of South African SCPs as the moral 
compass of an organisation during ethical crisis communication. 
Introduction 
Hello, my name is Cleopatra Gombarume. I am a student at the University of Johannesburg. I 
would like to invite you to take part in my study. I am conducting this research for a master’s in 
strategic communication. I have selected you to participate in this study because of your valuable 
experience with crisis communication. My study focuses on the role of PR/SCPs as the moral 
conscience of organisations during a crisis. If you agree to participate in my study, I will conduct 
an interview. I need your permission to make an audio recording of the interview so that I do not 
forget anything you said. When I report my results, I will anonymise your responses to maintain 
your confidentiality. All data from this study will be used for academic purposes and stored on a 
password-protected computer. Participation in the study is voluntary and no payment or 
reimbursement will be made for taking part. Even after you grant your consent to take part in my 
study, you can withdraw from the interview before, during and after. I will delete all 
recordings/transcripts if you withdraw. There is no right or wrong answer. You can contact my 
supervisors Caroline Azionya (xxxx), Dr Abyshey Nhedzi (xxxx) and/or myself (xxxx) via email if 
you have any questions, concerns or need clarification.  
____________________________________________________________________________  
INFORMED CONSENT FORM 
Sign this form only if you: 
1. have understood what you will be doing for this study, 
2. have had all your questions answered, 
3. have understood that the interview will be recorded and you have agreed and to take part in 
this research. 
I, together with the researcher, agree to sign and date this informed consent form. 
____________________________________________________________________________  
Participant: (Please type your details) 
Name:      Signature                            Date    
Researcher: 





























APPENDIX B: INTERVIEW GUIDE 
 
 
ETHICAL CRISIS COMMUNICATION SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW GUIDE 
Filter question 
A. Can you please indicate with a yes or a no, have you managed a crisis in the last five (5) 
years? 
If no, thank you for agreeing to participate in the study. However, my research requires that you 
have prior experience handling a crisis. 
SECTION A – Background Information  
In this section, I will ask you questions about your current role, professional background and 
experience in crisis management.  
1. Please state your current job title 
2. Can you briefly describe what your role entails? 
3. How much experience do you have in crisis management? (Please elaborate including 
years is in crisis management and years in the communication industry). 
4. Are you a member of any professional body or association? If so, may you please state 
which ones? 
SECTION B- What Constitutes Ethical Crisis Communication 
In this section, I will ask you questions about your views on how strategic communication/ PR 
practitioners communicate during a crisis, what an ethically communicated message entails and 
the challenges faced when communicating ethically in South Africa. There is no right or wrong 
answer. I am interested in your opinion. 
5. How would you define ethical communication during a crisis? Please elaborate. 
6. Do you think ethical communication is important during a crisis? Please elaborate. 
7. What are the features of an ethically communicated message in a crisis? Please elaborate. 
SECTION C – The Role and Influence of Practitioners as the Organisational Moral 
Conscience 
In this section, I ask questions about your perceptions of strategic communication/ PR 
practitioners as the moral conscience of the organisation. This study uses Bowen’s description 
that as the moral conscience of organisations practitioners use a set of values and principles as 
their standard to judge whether their actions are right or wrong. This standard also enables 
practitioners to recognise and make ethical practical decisions for the organisation, while building 
and maintaining stakeholder relationships (Bowen, 2016).  
 
8. In light of the recent failures in the public relations industry, what influence if any do you 
believe codes of conduct have in guiding the values and principles of Strategic communication 
/practitioners during a crisis? Please elaborate. 
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9. What are the ethical responsibilities of a Strategic Communication/PR practitioner during a 
crisis? Please elaborate. 
10.  Have you experienced challenges when guiding organisations to consider communicating 
ethically during a crisis? Please elaborate. 
11. In your experience, does executive management consider Strategic Communication/PR 
practitioners an important part of executive management during crises? Please elaborate. 
SECTION D – PERSONAL ETHICAL DECISION-MAKING APPROACH  
In this section, I will ask questions to identify the ethical approach you adopt when you make 
decisions. To establish if it is mainly based on moral rights, justice, fair and impartial decisions,  
self-interest or the most practical outcome.  
12. Please rank the following statements according to how closely they reflect your personal 
opinion. Please rank the statements "1" through "6," with "1" being the closest match to your 
ethical approach, "2" being the second-closest match, and so forth. There are no right or 
wrong answers. 
 
Q Ethical Approach Statement Rank 
number 
12.1 Ethical decisions should be based on securing the greatest good for the 
greatest number of people.  
 
12.2 In ethical matters, it is important to consider what is fair so that justice 
prevails  
 
12.3 It's important to live by the Golden Rule -- do unto others what you would 
have done unto you. 
 
12.4 It's important to have a strong moral code that guides you in knowing what 
is right from what is wrong.  
 
12.5 It is ethically acceptable and important to do what comes easiest and most 
naturally to us as individuals.  
 




13 Is there anything else you would like to add? 
 
Interviewer to fill out, before or after the interview (Mark with an X) 
 
 Item description Response 
1.1 • Government/parastatal 
 
 
1.2 • Commercial Enterprise 
 
 
1.3 • Communication Agency/Consultancy: 
 
 
1.4 • NGO/NPO 
 
 













































APPENDIX G: ETHICAL CLEARANCE 
 
 
